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The TRUNAK project
• Transition to University Autonomy in Kazakhstan-TRUNAK is a 

European Union project.
• Erasmus+ Programme Capacity Building Higher Education
• Structural Measures (system level project)
• Three-year project from October 2017 to October 2020
• Consortium of 6 EU universities, 6 Kazakh universities, 2 Kazakh 

Ministries, and the European University Association.
• Two associated partners



Background
• The TRUNAK project is partly the result of experiences gained by 

Medical Universities involved in the World Bank project “Kazakhstan 
Health Sector Technology Transfer and Institutional Reform Project”.

• Experts from USA, Canada, Poland, Sweden and Italy recommended 
increased decentralisation of university governance. For the experts, 
it was evident that the universities and the Ministry of Health Care 
had unclear insight about the complexity of transition to increased 
university autonomy. The situation is the same for the universities 
depending of the Ministry of Education and Science.

• To address this challenge, Karaganda Medical University decided to 
take the lead and submit a project proposal to EU



Objectives
• Analyse the state of play and need for university autonomy in Kazakhstan 

and to give suggestions and recommendations for a model of university 
governance.

• Contribute to the definition of the roles of key stakeholders of academic 
governance.

• Engage the stakeholders in an in-depth debate on autonomy.
• Provide institutional perspective on autonomy by involving the university 

leadership, i.e. a bottom-up approach.
• Contribute to a constructive discussion together with the Ministries, 

about the model of governance to apply in Kazakh universities.
• Implement on a pilot basis a model of autonomy.
• Establish a Consulting Group for assistance to universities implementing 

governance reform.



Methodology

• General methodological bottom-up approach
• Institutional perspective
• Study of current situation and needs analysis
• Working groups at Kazakh partner universities
• Workshops in EU and Kazakhstan



Long-term goals

• Propitiate trust between governing bodies and the universities
• Raise university leaders' awareness on the new responsibilities and 

tasks deriving from more freedom of governance
• Initiate the development a new relationship between the Ministry 

and the universities, promoting a culture of accountability based on 
quality instead of control

• Avoid ministerial micro-management and control through the 
design of accountability mechanisms based on quality assessment



Long-term impact

• Institutional perspective in focus

• To share the knowledge and experiences gained by TRUNAK 
members with colleagues from other Kazakh universities

• Formation of a  group of experts trained by TRUNAK for 
dissemination of knowledge on university autonomy in general and 
specifically for the case of Kazakhstan



PREPARATION PHASE

Training seminar
• Training event performed at the European University Association in 

Brussels on the University Autonomy Scorecard methodology

• The method is based on a four-dimensional model developed by the 
EUA, on what autonomy means with respect to organization, 
funding, academic and staffing aspects



Results
PREPARATION PHASE
Survey
The questionnaire was sent to a representative sample: 
• The Ministry of Education and Science
• The Ministry of Health Care
• Nazarbayev University (a university with special status in Kazakhstan)
• Three National universities
• Three State universities
• One Joint-stock company university
• One Private university



Results
PREPARATION PHASE

Report by EUA
• The data collected was analysed by the EUA using the University 

Autonomy Scorecard tool and presented in a Report. The report 
describes the state of the play of university autonomy and includes 
recommendations for the reform process

“Transition to University Autonomy in Kazakhstan. State of play of 
university governance and recommendations for the reform 
process” https://eua.eu/resources/publications/810:transition-to-
university-autonomy-in-kazakhstan.html

https://eua.eu/resources/publications/810:transition-to-university-autonomy-in-kazakhstan.html
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Executive leader selection, appointment, term of 
office and dismissal
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Autonomy indicator Situation for public 
universities (national 
and state universities)

Situation for joint-stock 
companies

Situation for private 
universities

Assessment

Selection procedure 
for rector

Set in law / 
Appointment by 
President of RK or 
Minister

Set in law / external 
validation by Minister

University decision 
(the law defines the 
body responsible for 
selection)

Public universities: Barrier to 
autonomy – reform needed
JSC: intermediary model
Private: autonomy enabler

Selection criteria for 
rector

Set in law / higher 
education degree & 
publications + work 
experience (for state 
universities)

Set in law / same as for 
state universities

Set in law / same as 
for state universities

Selection criteria (and 
procedure) are very detailed

Dismissal of the 
rector

Set in law / Dismissal 
by President of RK or 
Minister

Responsibility of board-
type body with external 
validation by Minister

Responsibility of 
board-type body

Barrier to autonomy – reform 
needed

Term of office of the 
rector

3-years period set in 
law / evaluation by 
external authority

Responsibility of board-
type body

Responsibility of 
board-type body

Public universities: Barrier to 
autonomy – reform of the 
evaluation procedure needed
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Governing bodies and structures

13

Autonomy indicator Situation for public 
universities (national 
and state universities)

Situation for joint-stock 
companies

Situation for private 
universities

Assessment

External members in 
governing bodies Set in law / in board / 

appointment 
procedure controlled 
by external authority / 
strong representation 
of public authorities

Set in law / in board / 
selection by shareholders 
(include external authority) 
/ minimum share of 
‘independent’ members

Autonomous decision 
of the university

Aside from private universities, 
the control of the external 
authorities on the selection and 
appointment of external 
members remains too high and 
a barrier to strategic profiling of 
the institution.

Internal academic 
structures Limited guidelines in 

law
Internal decision of the 
university

Internal decision of 
the university

Autonomy enabler / 
opportunities to address

Creation of legal 
entities

Both for-profit and 
non-for-profit legal 
entities (for state 
universities with 
heavy constraints)

Both for-profit and non-for-
profit legal entities

Both for-profit and 
non-for-profit legal 
entities

Autonomy enabler / 
opportunities to address



F
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Financial management capacity
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Autonomy 
indicator

Situation for public 
universities (national 
and state universities)

Situation for joint-stock 
companies

Situation for private 
universities

Assessment

Funding cycle
Annual cycle for teaching activities only

Barrier to autonomy – absence of 
recurrent funding for research

Public funding 
modalities Line-item budgeting

Barrier to autonomy – this model has 
almost entirely disappeared in Europe 
– no capacity for strategic allocation.

Ability to keep 
surplus on public 
funding

Not allowed (only on surplus generated from other sources) Barrier to autonomy 

Ability to borrow 
money

Allowed with 
authorisation of 
Ministry

Allowed, comparatively lower restrictions
Autonomy enabler, although strict 
external control should be relaxed

Ability to own 
buildings

Buildings are state 
property and cannot 
be sold

Acquisition and sale of property allowed 
(competence of founder/shareholder, which in 
the case of JSC may be Ministry)

For state universities: barrier to 
autonomy / no strategic management 
of buildings possible 
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Capacity to charge tuition fees
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Autonomy 
indicator

Situation for Kazakh universities Assessment

Tuition fees to BA 
students

Mixed model / state-sponsored and self-supported students
(threshold for setting fee level)

In principle autonomy of universities
to set fees for self-supported students
but little competition

Tuition fees to 
MA students

Tuition fees to 
PhD students

Tuition fees to 
foreign BA 
students

In practice self-supported students, same rule on thresholdTuition fees to 
foreign MA 
students
Tuition fees to 
foreign PhD 
students In practice no foreign PhD students in national universities



A
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Student enrolment & introduction of programmes 
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Autonomy 
indicator

Situation for Kazakh universities Assessment

Capacity to decide 
on overall 
number of 
students

Split model: State decides on number of sponsored students, 
universities decide on self-supported student numbers

Minority model in Europe, characteristic of 
central and eastern European systems; limited 
autonomy for universities to expand based on 
constrained capacity.

Student selection

Split model: universities have little to no role in selection of state-
sponsored students; partial capacity to select self-supported 
students (threshold mark in entrance exam applies). 
Universities have the possibility to set up additional criteria at 
Master’s level and for some programmes.

Similar model to Hungary and Lithuania (split 
model of state-sponsored and fee-based study 
places)
Limited control on student intake and selection: 
barrier to autonomy

Introduction of 
degree 
programmes

Institutional and programme accreditation are needed to enrol 
state-sponsored students (with the exception of Nazarbayev 
University, which does not need state licensing / accreditation to 
secure public funding for its programmes)

Barrier to autonomy – reform needed; the model 
cumulates state licensing and programme 
accreditation. New programmes in accredited 
institutions should be taken into account in the 
public funding model without requiring 
additional accreditation.

Termination of 
degree 
programmes

In principle on the initiative of universities; the closure may also 
result from amendments to the national classification of specialties

Accredited institutions should be fully competent 
to decide on termination of programmes. 
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Quality assurance & programme content
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Autonomy 
indicator

Situation for Kazakh universities Assessment

Selection of QA 
mechanisms

Institutional accreditation (state license) is considered to be 
voluntary but necessary to enrol state-sponsored students.
Programme accreditation is mandatory.

Barrier to autonomy – reform needed 
(institutional accreditation should progressively 
reduce the need for programme accreditation).

Selection of QA 
providers

Universities may select the quality assurance agency, 
including foreign agencies registered with the Ministry.

Autonomy enabler but improvement possible 
(refer to to EQAR registration as a criterion of 
choice of QA agencies)

Language of 
instruction

Universities must offer the programmes in official languages 
of KZ. Usually public funding is not provided for English-
taught programmes (not included in the state-sponsored 
study places)

Some improvements were registered with the 
inclusion of some English-taught programmes 
for state-sponsored study places.

Design of 
programme 
content

The State Compulsory Educational Standard of the Republic 
of Kazakhstan prescribes roughly 30% of programme content.

Barrier to autonomy and diversification of the 
academic offer: accredited institutions should 
be competent to design the full content of 
programmes, in connection to the National 
Qualifications Framework.



S
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Recruitment, salaries, dismissal and promotion
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Autonomy indicator Situation for Kazakh universities Assessment

Academic staff recruitment
Recruitment and appointment by university, 
but recruitment procedure set in law and 
student/staff ratio to respect

Actual autonomy limited by recruitment 
procedure set in the law and student/staff 
ratio.Administrative staff recruitment

Academic staff salaries

Regulated, with overall ceiling on staff 
expenditure. Public universities may only 
decide on salary top-up.
JSC / private universities: internal decision

Limited margin for manoeuvre, higher 
autonomy for private universities. 
Regulations on salaries could be relaxed / 
simplified to enhance attractivity and 
competitiveness.

Administrative staff salaries

Academic staff dismissal
Decision of university

Autonomy enabler
Administrative staff dismissal

Academic staff promotion
Decision of university Autonomy enabler

Administrative staff promotion
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Findings from 
the analysis

22

• A higher education system in expansion, with ¼ state-sponsored students

• Insufficient and highly polarised funding

• Limited research capacity & research funding in universities

• Over-regulation and multiplicity of statuses with little impact

• Transferability of regulatory framework and practices of Nazarbayev
University?

• Top-down approach and lack of trust

• Implementation gap: in some areas, universities do not / cannot make use
of autonomy

• Potential in JSC status: but system of “sole shareholder” does not improve
autonomy – in principle the status opens the possibility of new practices
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Principles to 
consider: 
promoting a 
strategic dialogue

• Establish climate of trust & regular dialogue between public 
authorities and sector representatives to ensure that decisions are 
fit for purpose and adequately implemented

• Develop a coherent policy and be transparent in order to avoid
insecurity among stakeholders

• Streamline & simplify rules and regulations, so as to bridge the gap 
between theoretical and real autonomy; set the appropriate balance 
of autonomy & accountability

• Establish an implementation plan with a clear timeline, steps to take
and priorities
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Principles to consider:
building up the 
capacities of 
universities

• Need to develop a strategic approach towards university management

• Need to develop managerial skills at the level of university leadership

• Need to establish/strengthen the intermediate level of management, 
overcoming excessive segmentation of university structure

• Need to provide career paths for the young generation (academics and 
administrators)

Support is needed to attain these goals
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The funding model should:

• Establish an appropriate balance between public & private funding, by 
increasing public funding to ensure a certain degree of sustainability of 
university operations

• Be based on clear, transparent, predictable and stable allocation mechanisms

• Be related to costs – pre-condition: knowledge of costs (ability to generate
data)

• Provide incentives to attract complementary funding from business/society (e.g. 
tax exemptions)

• Be based on appropriate accountability mechanisms

Principles to 
consider:
Fostering financial
sustainability



Results
DEVELOPMENT PHASE
Conference and workshops in Kazakhstan
• Global Conference “Transition to University Autonomy in 

Kazakhstan: Challenges and Perspectives” 20-21 November 2018. 
Participation of international experts. Workshops on the four 
autonomy dimensions

• http://trunak.eu/global-international-conference-transition-to-
university-autonomy-in-kazakhstan-challenges-and-perspectives-on-
20-21-november-2018/

http://trunak.eu/global-international-conference-transition-to-university-autonomy-in-kazakhstan-challenges-and-perspectives-on-20-21-november-2018/


Results
DEVELOPMENT PHASE

• The work of the Discussion Group was organised following the 
methodology of the University Autonomy Scorecard

• Challenges at system and institutional level identified in the EUA 
Survey were used as point of departure for the discussions and the 
analysis of each dimension of autonomy

• The task was to propose recommendations for reforms, the degree 
of consensus on the proposals, the description of regulatory 
mechanisms that should be changed, and the accountability 
measures that would replace the top-down control system with 
other quality assurance mechanism



Results
DEVELOPMENT PHASE

• The results of the discussions are presented in a consolidated 
report.

• In the next slides, a few examples of the work of the Discussion 
Group are presented: 

Challenges in Academic Autonomy dimension: “Remove provisions 
prescribing mandatory study content in curricula” – System and 
university level



Results
DEVELOPMENT PHASE
Example
• Challenge at System level: Remove provisions prescribing mandatory 

study content in curricula and pass complete control to universities.
• 1. Exclude the regulation “in accordance with the Model/standard Rules” 

and / or “in accordance with the procedure established by the authorized 
body” in laws and regulations.

• 2. Exclude all rules regulating academic activities in the Model Rules of 
Higher Education Institutions.

• 3. Review the structure and content of State Compulsory Educational 
Standard (SCES), excluding the detailed regulation of the educational 
process, SCES should be given a framework context.



Results
DEVELOPMENT PHASE
Example
• Challenge at Institutional level: Plan for transfer of increased 

responsibility over academic course planning. Review content of 
study programmes.

• 1. The university independently determines the content and design 
of the study program based on the structure of the SCES.

• 2. The university independently opens and closes the study program 
in accordance with the license for the direction of training. 

• 3. The university is responsible for the quality of the study program



Results
DEVELOPMENT PHASE
Example
EUA identified 

challenges
Proposals for reforms to include in the basic model of 

university autonomy
Priority given by:

MES MoH Univer
sities

General reforms

The regulatory 
framework 
applicable to 
Kazakh 
universities is 
complex, dense 
and highly 
detailed.

Inclusion in the Law on Education of the concept of
“university autonomy” (proposed by the initiative of the
Ministry of Healthcare of the Republic of Kazakhstan).
Introduction of criteria for academic, organizational, 
financial and staffing autonomy to Model rules of 
university.
Inclusion of recommendations on autonomy of universities
in the Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan in the long
term (proposed by the initiative of the Ministry of
Healthcare of the Republic of Kazakhstan).

- High High



Next steps
DEVELOPMENT PHASE

Impact of the reforms on the institutions
The EUA stresses in the recommendations the importance of building 
up the capacities of universities: “moving towards more autonomy 
requires that the leadership is trained according to its new tasks”.
University leaders today must fulfil more complex roles. It is also 
recommended to work for the development of a modern 
intermediate level of management at central level, as means of 
helping the leadership level to take evidence-based decisions.



Next steps
DEVELOPMENT PHASE

Road-map for implementation
• Survey for assessment of the degree of acceptance of universities for 

implementation of the proposed reforms
• Submission of all information on the autonomy project, including the list 

of recommendations, to the Council of Rectors of Kazakhstan
• Selection of pilot universities for implementation of the reforms
• Development of a methodology for evaluation of pilot implementation
• Hold a working meeting with ministers, representatives of the project 

working group and EU experts (autumn 2019)



THANK YOU FOR YOU ATTENTION!


