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Abstract 

Creating a PhD program in Kazakhstan 
requires a lot of communication and planning 
among the faculty with some foreign 
professors involved. The Participatory 
Strategic Planning (PSP) method, developed 
by the Institute of Cultural Affairs, is being 
used to improve the PhD program at al-Farabi 
Kazakh National University. The results of the 
exercises show ways in which the university 
should move to improve its performance. 
Some of the suggestions involve improving 
staffing, upgrading technology, developing the 
financing process, popularizing scientific 
work, and attracting the most talented people. 
After analyzing the results of participatory 
planning exercises held in 2005, 2006, 2007, 
the authors concluded that: a) these exercises 
help to identify the difficulties that the new 
PhD programs encounter, lead to new 
strategies, and solve problems, b) when 
systematically organized and conducted, PSP 
methods can lead to great results in the long 
run, and their immediate results are shown in 
solutions to smaller problems, c) the PhD 
program can be a very important part of 
increasing innovative intellectual capital in 
Kazakhstan. 

1 Background on the University 
 
Al-Farabi Kazakh National University (KazNU) is a 
leading higher educational institution in Kazakhstan. 
Since 2005, KazNU has introduced on an experimental 
basis PhD preparation programs in Biology, Physics, 
Computer Science, Chemistry, Geography, Philology, 
History, Philosophy and Political Science, Economics 
and Business, Law, Oriental Studies, and International 
Relations. 

Some of the advantages of KazNU PhD programs 
are: 

1  These programs are concentrated on the needs 
of Kazakhstan, using the best practices of international 

universities. For example, the main directions of the 
State programs for the development of science in 
Kazakhstan during years 2007-2012 are: 

Development of a modern infrastructure for 
scientific and innovative activity,  

Maintenance of integration of academic scientific 
institutes with high schools,  

Formation of an effective system of financing for 
scientific research,  

Creation of stimulus for the private sector in 
carrying out research and development activities,  

Improving the quality of scientific staff and creating 
conditions for the integration of Kazakhstan into the 
world’s scientific community. 

2  Each doctoral student has 2 academic 
advisers, one of them is a KazNU professor and the 
other is a well-known international professor. This 
arrangement leads to the universalizing of the program 
with respect to the requirements of scientific work; 

3  Leading foreign professors and faculty are 
invited to give lectures for doctoral students. Since 
2005 KazNU has invited 112 foreign professors for 
lecturing and managing the scientific work of PhD 
students; 

4  The average age of PhD students is 25 years; 
5  This program is free of charge and students 

are also awarded scholarships; 
6  Each student can have two one-month 

scientific trips to foreign universities. 
Research topics are selected by the doctoral students 

in fields that play an important role in the achievement 
of Kazakhstan’s strategic goal: advancement into the 
world’s 50 most competitive countries. Doctoral 
students work on topics that are valuable and can be 
implemented in the domestic economy, as for example, 
“Managing of financial flows of Kazakhstan in 
globalization conditions”. Our education and scientific 
system needs scientists who understand not only the 
complex structure of a modern economy but also know 
the specific features of our country. As expressed by 
president Nazarbayev, the educational reforms should 
reach a level at which "any citizen of our country, who 
receives a corresponding education and qualification, 
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can become a desired expert in any country of the 
world". 

KazNU was the first university in Kazakhstan and 
the whole of Central Asia to sign the Great Charter of 
Universities and has been included in the European 
educational space so that it can improve its 
performance and be more innovative. The main goals 
of the university are to achieve European standards, 
increase the competitiveness of graduates in the world 
labor market, and obtain recognition from international 
education organizations. 

Improving the PhD program by using quality 
improvement methods is part of our effort to come 
closer to our vision.  The PhD programs are oriented 
toward the development of the idea of innovation 
management not only in business but also in nonprofit 
organizations and government agencies. The advantage 
of KazNU PhD programs is that its graduates are 
welcome in any government agency. By teaching at 
universities, graduates can spread their knowledge 
about the technology of participation and other 
innovative management methods to a large part of the 
population. 

2 Method 
In June of 2005, 2006, and 2007, Prof. Stuart Umpleby 
conducted demonstrations of the Participatory Strategic 
Planning procedure developed by the Institute of Cultural 
Affairs.  The participants were faculty members and 
doctoral students in the Faculty of Business and 
Economics at Al-Farabi Kazakh National University in 
Almaty, Kazakhstan.  

The Participatory Strategic Planning (PSP) process 
involves five steps: operating vision, underlying 
contradictions, strategic directions, systematic actions, 
and implementation timeline. 

Each step of the PSP process uses the Consensus 
Workshop method. This method entails five steps: 
context, brainstorming, clustering, naming, and resolving. 

In 2007, about fifteen to twenty people participated in 
the participatory exercise. An introduction and 
explanations were provided by Prof. Umpleby, and they 
were translated into Russian by Zhaukhar and Zhanat. 
The purpose of the exercises was to demonstrate group 
facilitation methods, to learn what people are thinking 
about the implementation of the PhD program, to 
encourage the participants to use participatory methods 
for improving the performance of organizations in 
Kazakhstan, and to begin using these methods in 
Kazakhstan. 

The focus question was: “How can we improve the 
PhD program in the Faculty of Business and 
Economics?” 

When a planning exercise is conducted with a business 
or government agency, usually it is conducted during a 
weekend, often in a "retreat" setting, when there is more 
time.  Ideally people from outside the organization are 
also involved. They usually speak more during the final 
parts of the planning activity.  These people can relate 
their experiences with similar problems, suggest 

alternative actions, and provide needed materials or skills. 
In addition outside observers may be intrigued with the 
planning exercise and decide to conduct one in their 
organizations. 

3 Using Group Facil i tat ion Methods 
at  KazNU 

The experience of KazNU PhD programs is an example 
of innovative management of a non-profit organization. 
For example, when the first meeting on the technology of 
participation was held in 2005, the focus question was: 
“How can we successfully implement the PhD program 
in economics and business at Al-Farabi Kazakh National 
University” [Umpleby and Umurzakova, 2005]. The 
results of the planning exercise pointed at a lot of 
problems; however they also revealed actions and 
strategies for solving them. The problems consisted of 
insufficient financial support, ineffective management, 
etc. After the planning exercise the problems and 
recommendations were delivered to the coordinating staff 
in a report, which later helped to create the programs and 
prevent mistakes.  

The focus question for the second planning exercise in 
2006 was: “How can we improve the PhD program in the 
Faculty of Business and Economics?” [Umpleby, 2006] 
The exercise revealed more problems than before and 
participants selected the most important ones. At this 
stage, the doctoral students were taught problem solving 
methods, and they were given the chance to implement 
this knowledge in practice. For example, one of the 
problems was that international lecturers usually came 
when faculty were busy with exams. So, coordinators 
revised the schedule and made it more convenient. Or, 
there was a lack of faculty who knew international 
standards (theories and methods). But the more 
international professors KazNU welcomed, the more the 
KazNU faculty became acquainted with modern theories, 
methods and books. Another obstacle was that some 
faculty members are not involved in international 
academic life. So, in year 2007 lectures from 
international faculty were held not only for doctoral 
students but also for KazNU professors and master’s 
students who could attend the lectures. 

Better results from the participatory exercise were 
achieved in 2007. When the participatory planning 
exercise was held, it showed fewer obstacles, and we 
could even define stages and timing for the improvements 
that were planned (See Tables 1-4). While conducting the 
planning exercise in 2007 professor Umpleby used a 
sticky wall and markers to make arranging of cards easier. 
A sticky wall is the latest technology for the convenient 
display and repositioning of cards during workshops. 
Every faculty member who participated in the exercises 
said that using the sticky wall increased the effectiveness 
of the meeting and that such an innovation should be 
purchased for our university and used during lessons. To 
our regret we have difficulties with buying things from 
the internet and our university has not purchased it.  
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In 2008-2009, al-Farabi Kazakh national university 
plans to implement accreditation of ten educational 
programs. Leading accrediting agencies in Europe and 
the USA will be involved in this work. The transition to 
the western education system is financed by the Ministry 
of Education and Sciences. So, in the future, we will be 
able to have great results from these planning methods. 
To our disappointment we have had planning exercises 
only once a year.  We have not yet conducted such 
meetings ourselves. All the examples and materials of the 
planning exercises are presented in the tables below.  

The PhD program can play a very important role in 
increasing intellectual capital in Kazakhstan. By keeping 
this pace of improvement in the doctoral program, 
inviting leading professors from foreign universities and 
making analyses of what we need and what has been 
done so far based on the technology of participation, not 
only will we reach great levels in the educational system 
in KazNU, but we will also share our experiences with 
other Kazakhstani universities. 
 

 

RESULTS OF THE PLANNING EXERCISES IN  ALM ATY in  2005 ,  2006 ,  2007  

Table  1:  Vision 
2006 2007 

Better internet access 
High-speed, 24 hour, free internet  
Access to databases for research 
Access to e-libraries 

Developing Information technology  
1) create auditorium fund 
2) improve work at the library  
3) improve library content 
4) provide cheap internet 
5) provide/ access to a lot of international books 

Improved communication with other academics 
Opportunities to travel to conferences 
Connection with PhD students abroad 
Participation in local conferences  
Western teaching methods 
Service learning projects 
Participatory teaching methods 
Language courses 

International co-operation 
1) make contract with well-known foreign universities 
2) exchange foreign lecturers and managers 
3) get involved in scientific research 
4) organize travels to international conferences once a year 
5) send scientific missions to scientific centers 

Management projects at Al-Farabi University 
Students do projects to improve university processes  
Financial transparency for PhD program 
Create a contract on PhD students’ rights and obligations 

Learning technology 
1) participate in training programs abroad 
2) work on learning technology for doctoral students 
3) offer technical and informational support in learning 
process 
4) establish ratio: classes (40%) and self-work (60%) 

Improved equipment and facilities 
Modern equipment (computers and software) 
Improved library facilities (books and journals received from 
US and UK embassies, World Bank, UN, etc.) 
New, modern furniture (desks, etc.) 

 

More financial support for students 
Free bus fares 
Higher scholarships 

       Material support 
1) good scholarships 

 
More qualified teachers  

 

Table  2:  Contradict ions 
2005 2006 2007 

Insufficient financial support for faculty  
Lack of social support from government  
Faculty often work two jobs 
Low faculty salaries 
Insufficient time to write proposals 
Many hours in the classroom 
Insufficient conditions to work on PhD program  
Insufficient financial resources 
Too little money  
Financial problems  
Insufficient amount of money  

Unreliable financial system 
Gifts from corporations are not spent as intended 
Corporations are reluctant to make contributions 
due to previous experiences  
Bureaucratic government financing methods 
Dependence on Republic budget 
Money allocated disappears at the end of each 
year, if it is not spent 
Funds provided by the government are not enough 
 

Imperfect organizing 
and financing of 
exchange and relations 
with foreign specialists 
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2005 2006 2007 
No funding for trips to attend conferences 
Insufficient finances 
Lack of funding 
Lack of money  
State control of finances 
Only one source of money 
Very limited ability to control financial resources 
Uncertainty about annual financial resources 
State control of financial resources 
Difficult access to information  
Expensive internet 
Lack of information support  
Insufficient information  
Lack of modernization  
Difficult access to information 
Old literature  
Old technology  
Insufficient information  
Lack of new information 

Old system of management 
More efficient management is needed 
Soviet style of management 
 
Some faculty members are not involved in 
international academic life 
Lack of faculty who know international standards 
(theories and methods) 

Bad material-technical 
support 

Ineffective management  
No transparency 
Ineffective management structure 
Corruption 
Lack of support from the government 

Incomplete system for improving the PhD 
program 
Absence of a system for upgrading courses 
Absence of a strategy for faculty development 
Local faculty think their job is to invite 
international faculty, not to listen to presentations 
by the international faculty 
International lecturers come when faculty 
members are  busy with exams 

Imperfect learning plans 
 

Insufficient language training 
Lack of English skills  
Underdeveloped foreign language skills 
Lack of knowledge in foreign languages  
Not enough English courses  
Expensive language training  
Small number of good and affordable English courses 

Administrators do not know how to apply for 
grants, etc. 
University administrators provide little help with 
international contacts 
Students need more assistance with applying to 
programs 

Poor English/foreign 
language knowledge  
 

Lack of partnership in decision-making process  
Low participation of the Faculty in decision-making  
Lack of confidence that change will bring benefits 
Fear of change 
Soviet mentality  

Lack of protection of student rights 
Absence of legal contracts for PhD students (so 
that they cannot be easily dismissed) 

Indistinct status of PhD 
students (no legal 
status) 

 

Table  3:  Strategies  /  Actions 
2005 2006 

Develop technologies  
Create cheap internet 
Develop technological base of the university  
Improve motivation 
Arrange higher salaries for faculty 
Encourage interest from the government  

Improve staffing 
Fill open faculty positions with people holding Western PhD degrees 
Advertise open positions internationally (Chronicle of Higher 
Education, etc.) 
Pay competitive salaries 
Cooperate with faculty members at other local universities 
Obtain travel funds for faculty to go to international conferences 
Obtain funds for summer research support 

Joint action (government + NGO + business) 
Advisory board of people from business and government  
Joint action: government + NGO + universities + businesses  
Creation of a public relations department at the university 

Create a system for improving the PhD program 
Change internal methods of management 
Obtain student feedback on courses, programs 
Do a planning exercise on the PhD program once a year (faculty and 
doctoral students) 
Create a Quality Improvement Priority Matrix once a year (one 
matrix for students and one for the faculty) 

Start fund raising activities  
Hire people to work on endowments 
Create a group to work with Alumni (endowments) 

Be involved in world academic life 
Create a website of important Western academic articles translated 
into Russian 
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2005 2006 
Search for financial sources such as international grants and 
governmental projects 
Create the university’s own budget 
Find effective ways for getting funds 

Send faculty members and administrators to study abroad 
Develop the PhD program according to international standards 
Do regular publicity on the PhD program 
Cooperate with business firms 
Create interest among government officials in the PhD program 

Get more support for English 
Make English courses widely available 
Make language training affordable  
Motivate alumni of USG programs to train the groups at 
KazNU  

Create English materials describing the program 
Produce a course catalogue in English 
Create a website on the program in English and Russian listing past 
and future lectures and conferences, publications of faculty, home 
pages for faculty.  See www.gwu.edu/~rpsol as an example. 

Achieve transparency for financial resources 
Decision-making with transparency 
Publish financial reports 
Report  the results attained for money spent 
Have the faculty participate in the allocation of financial 
resources 
Create a committee to be in charge of transparency of 
financial activities  
Create a fund for endowments and grants received 

Improve the admissions process 
Invite applications from students from any university in KZ or from 
other countries 
Establish minimum TOEFL scores 
Establish minimum Graduate Record Exam (GRE) scores 
Create an independent Doctoral Student Association to advocate 
student concerns 
Create laws on the PhD program defining student rights and 
responsibilities 

  Cooperate with local universities 
Hold an annual conference on business, management and economics 
research for faculty members and doctoral students from any 
university in Almaty or nearby 
Create an email list to publicize lectures or conferences on business, 
management or economics in Almaty  

 

Table  4:  Implementation Timeline 2007 
Strategy Actions 

Quarter I Quarter II Quarter III Quarter IV 
Establish the legal 
base 

Gather info on PhD 
programs 

Give the gathered info to 
the rector and work on 
with his comments 

Make proposals to the Ministry 
of Education about the PhD 
programs  

Initiate the creation 
of the PhD law 
project 

Create the PhD 
department 

Evaluate annual quantity 
and specialties of students  

Define functions and 
structure of the PhD 
department 

Create the PhD department and 
work on setting internal norms 
according to the previous step 

Start the PhD 
department 

Develop the 
process and the 
PhD technology 

Coordinate the 
participation of the PhD 
students in the research 
process: 
- participation in 
international symposia and 
conferences; 
- foreign training; 
- participation in 
realization of scientific 
programs, projects; 
- co-research with 
instructors and publication 
of articles and reports 

Creating the process of 
research realization  
(depending on 
specialization, entering 
one on–going project) 

 Considering, 
expertise, archiving: 
real learning 
process. 

Participating of PhD 
students in scientific 
research: in conducting 
research and in defining 
dissertation theme 

Creating and developing learning/methodological 
complexes, amount of credits, control system, etc.  

Define the list of 
disciplines and courses to 
be offered each year 

 Project defending 

Check the research process and analyze the results, the scientific reports, etc. 
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Strategy Actions 
Quarter I Quarter II Quarter III Quarter IV 

Solve the problem 
of 
material/technical 
base 

Define the needs and 
specify the  material-
technological base 
( through modern methods)  

Build the material/technical base according to guidelines (internet, library, etc.) 

Provide language 
training courses 
(starting from 
school) 

Define priorities in 
language training courses 

Select teachers for PhD 
language training and 
create the methodology 

Create the material-technical 
base for PhD language 
courses 

Enroll students, create 
groups and start the 
language classes 

Process Financing      
Popularize scientific work and research to attract 
the most talented people 

   

 

4  Conclusions 
High quality education is the leading factor of 
political, social and economic progress. Everything 
that promotes the achievement of a high quality of 
education should be implemented and supported. 
Planning exercises can be a very important element in 
the improvement of quality in education. Therefore, 
the results of the conducted planning exercises, 
described in this paper, should be of interest to many 
specialists. However, these exercises should be held at 
regular intervals because each next stage will bring 
greater innovation and improvement. Participatory 
planning exercises give local faculty members a voice 
in the changes occurring while also giving them 
experience with modern management methods. The 
results of the participatory exercises create agendas for 
action and reveal the evolution of thinking about the 
PhD programs. 
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