
 When the TGC cohort met in DC in February, we started working on our guiding essential question for our travels.  After much debate, I ended up creating my question with my students.  We brainstormed the possibilities and finally developed this question.  How does globalization and the structure of the Kazakhstan education system impact teaching, especially the learning of foreign languages?  Since all my students take a foreign language, they were extremely interested in the instruction of languages and how this instruction was different than the US.
       
Globalization is the process by which the experience of everyday life, marked by the diffusion of commodities and ideas, is becoming standardized around the world (Merriam-Webster Dictionary).  Kazakhstan has started to open their country to the world. After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, I think the openness to globalization was possible in Kazakhstan due to the many nationalities in the country.  Globalization encourages more communication and sharing of ideas.  Because of the 130 nationalities that make up Kazakhstan, I think the Kazakhs are adapting to globalization better than a country made up of a few nationalities. I was told by many people I met in Kazakhstan that President Nazarbayev is trying to get the word out to other parts of the world about Kazakhstan. They want to be known on a world level.   The students I talked with were upset that American students and most adults don’t  know anything about Kazakhstan.  
  I felt like Almaty was the most globalized city I visited while in the country.  It was a major commercial and cultural center of Kazakhstan.  I saw American restaurant chains, people in businesses spoke more English and other languages than most other places I visited. Eastern and European traditions are closely interwoven here and the city’s inhabitants are welcoming.  It had an international vibe.  
 A strength in Kazakhstan is that all people seem to be interested in the education of the children.  They value education and view education as a way to get ahead. The structure of the Kazakh education system consists of compulsory education through 11th grade, but students are tracked after 9th according to future professions.  They use the Cambridge Program, an International Education Program.  This program provides uniformity with  text-based lessons.  They work hard on memorizing facts and drilling the basics.   I saw very little critical thinking.  The correct answer is valued to the exclusion of the thought process.  Penmanship is remarkable and organization is everything.  The schools are smaller than schools in the United States, and all grades are in each school.  Students go to school  Monday-Saturday  in shifts (1st and 2nd).  The first shift is from about 8-2 and the second is from 2-7.  Older students seemed to be there all day.  The schedule is complicated and changes often.  
In Kazakhstan, I found that students I worked with were very interested in the United States.  In school, they learn British English, so students pick up American English from watching our TV and movies.  Also, they listen to American music, wear American brands,  and love American actors. Studying English is extremely important to the students and to their parents.  Every parent I encountered, asked me if their son or daughter was doing a good job with English.  I learned that students are very focused about doing well in school, so they can study at the universities in the United States.  Many of the students I worked with were studying for a big  English test. They seemed equally stressed about the test as my students seem about the Virginia Standards of Learning test. Students were very excited to have the experience to talk with native speakers.   Students are required to take a national standardized test to graduate from high school.  These tests help determine what kind of college/university a student can attend.  
I believe that students were much better at learning different languages, because they have to be.  Because of their placement as a landlocked country, they need to know more languages in order to  communicate with the world around them.  Because most of the students want to study at American universities, they have a deep desire to be fluent in English.  Many times, students in the United States take a language because they have to, not because they really want to. 
Most students study three languages:  Russian (most instruction is in Russian, unless they go to a Kazakh school), Kazakh (2-5 hours per week), and English (2-5 hours per week).  Some schools offer additional languages as well.  German is a popular option.  Also, the schools I observed deal with languages differently.  First, most language classes are the smallest, around twelve students per class.  Also, at some experimental schools, students are using three languages in one class.  For example, a math class I observed students were answering questions in English,  Russian, and Kazakh.  They are constantly using the languages they are learning all day.
In the end, I think globalization has impacted teaching, especially making the learning of languages so important.   I think there needs to be a balance.  What if we took the creativity and critical thinking  from American schools and merged it with the Kazakh rigor?  I think the combination would be unstoppable!  We have a lot to learn from each other to provide a well-rounded education for our students. 
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