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Abstract  

This research investigates the significance of schoolteachers’ English Language (EFL) proficiency 

as a crucial factor for developing the language educational environment in Kazakhstan. The study 

explores the theoretical aspects of the language educational environment. It focuses on the 

strategies EFL schoolteachers employ to enhance their English language proficiency and their 
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perceived additional support needs. 525 EFL teachers, including 301 from urban schools and 224 

from rural schools, participated in the study. The findings from the questionnaire revealed that 

urban teachers display a more substantial commitment to consistent language skill enhancement, 

actively participating in language courses, and engaging in communication with native speakers. 

In contrast, rural teachers experience language barriers in communicating with native speakers 

due to limited interaction opportunities. Addressing the diverse needs of EFL schoolteachers holds 

paramount importance for the effective development of the language educational environment, 

particularly across rural contexts. The identified support needs emphasize technical assistance, 

interaction with native speakers, availability of language courses, and access to educational 

materials. This study contributes valuable insights into language proficiency enhancement 

strategies and support requirements across urban and rural educational landscapes. 

Keywords  

EFL Schoolteachers, English Language Proficiency, Language Educational Environment, Urban 

Schools, Rural Schools 

 

1. Introduction  

In an era marked by increasing globalization and cross-cultural interactions, foreign 

language proficiency has emerged as a critical determinant in various spheres of society. Within 

this context, the proficiency of English as a Foreign Language schoolteachers holds a particularly 

significant role in shaping the language educational environment. This study explores the 

relationship between EFL schoolteachers’ language proficiency and the overall language 

educational environment, with a specific focus on the unique case of Kazakhstan.  

A dynamic blend of urban and rural settings characterizes Kazakhstan’s educational 

landscape. The country’s educational landscape comprises 7,473 general education institutions, 

with a substantial majority of 70% (5,261) in rural regions. Notably, 37% of all schools (2753) fall 

under the classification of small or ungraded schools, which lack the necessary enrollment to 

allocate individual classrooms to each year group. This results in the instruction of students from 

different age groups within the same class. 99% (2727) of these small schools are located within 

rural regions. 

Several studies have brought to light disparities in the quality of English language 

education, specifically within urban and rural schools across the nation. According to the data 
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derived from the Program for International Student Assessment (OECD, 2019), factors such as the 

language of instruction (Kazakh or Russian), the geographic location of the school (urban or rural), 

and the socio-economic factors have a significant impact on student performance. Furthermore, 

Bridges and Sagintayeva (2014) have identified an insufficiency of qualified educators as one of 

the principal factors contributing to these discrepancies. Batyrova (2021) investigated the 

perspectives of rural students concerning their experience with learning English. The collected 

data revealed that the absence of an English-speaking environment, limited opportunities to 

practice English in their village, and the inadequate professional competence of English instructors 

stand out as the primary factors contributing to rural students’ poor performance in English. The 

students characterized their English classes as uninteresting and unchallenging. Furthermore, the 

participants indicated that their English teachers excessively resort to using the native language 

during lessons, negatively impacting their English proficiency. These findings align with the 

research of Karabassova (2020a; 2020b), who explored teachers’ readiness for English as a 

Medium of Instruction. The results from these studies revealed that almost all pre-service teachers 

(97%) possessed only elementary-level English proficiency (A1-A2), and their language skills did 

not improve by their final year of study. Additionally, despite having obtained certificates from 

the Cambridge English Placement Test, educators from rural schools confessed that these 

certificates did not accurately reflect their actual level of English language proficiency. 

The present study aims to conduct a comparative analysis of EFL schoolteachers’ self-

assessments regarding their English language proficiency. It will help to get insights that can 

contribute to developing an effective language educational environment. Accordingly, the research 

concentrates on the following: 

 Whether EFL schoolteachers take specialized language courses to enhance their English 

language proficiency. 

 What strategies EFL schoolteachers employ to develop their English language proficiency? 

 What additional resources or support EFL schoolteachers require within the school 

environment to help them enhance their English language proficiency. 

 

 

 

2. Literature Review 
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The concept of a language educational environment is pivotal in foreign language 

education. Initially, it is essential to define the essence of the educational environment. The 

environment, as such, is regarded by psychologist Nemov (1995) as a set of external conditions, 

objects, and factors within which an individual is born, lives, and develops. Following Yasvin 

(2001), we define the educational environment as a combination of material factors, social 

components, and interpersonal relationships. According to Panov (2006), the educational 

environment consists of the following components: 

• Material component (equipment, premises, materials);  

• Social component (interpersonal interaction among students, educators, parents);  

• Activity component (content and teaching methods).  

When discussing language educational environment, it is important to expand upon the 

abovementioned components and introduce an additional linguistic one. This linguistic component 

considers factors influencing language acquisition, usage, and development. Hence, we define a 

language educational environment as a combination of material resources, social dynamics, 

intrapersonal relations, and the nuances of language acquisition, usage, and proficiency 

development. Taking this definition as the basis for this research, it is evident that foreign language 

instructors play a significant role in creating a favorable language educational environment in 

which students will be motivated and encouraged to engage in foreign language learning. The 

proficiency and competence of schoolteachers in the target language hold, thus, profound 

significance.  

Teachers’ command of the target language directly influences their ability to create an 

immersive language environment, effectively communicate language nuances, and inspire 

students’ confidence in their language journey. As emphasized by Medgyes (2001), without 

language proficiency, the English language instructor relies more heavily on instructional 

resources and cannot engage in spontaneous and meaningful interactions with students. Teachers’ 

language proficiency level determines the extent to which they employ the target language in the 

classroom, and a higher level of proficiency broadens their range of potential teaching methods 

(Berry, 1990). Furthermore, EFL teachers frequently serve as the only linguistic model for students 

and render the latter the primary source of exposure to the target language (Littlewood & Yu, 

2011). The impact of a teacher’s proficiency extends beyond his or her ability to utilize the target 

language within the classroom; it also influences a teacher’s confidence in effectively conducting 
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the class in the target language. The level of proficiency in the target language can either enhance 

or diminish a teacher’s confidence in his or her teaching competence. 

 

 3. Research Methods 

The study aimed to compare EFL schoolteachers’ self-assessments regarding their 

English language proficiency across urban and rural settings in Kazakhstan. With this intent, a 

quantitative research method was employed. The research focused on the following research 

questions: 

RQ 1. Do EFL schoolteachers take specialized language courses to enhance their English 

language proficiency? 

RQ 2. What strategies do EFL schoolteachers employ to develop their English language 

proficiency? 

RQ 3. What additional resources or support do EFL schoolteachers require within the 

school environment to help them enhance their English language proficiency? 

The study analyzed data collected from an online questionnaire developed by the authors of the 

paper. The questionnaire in Kazakh and Russian contained two sections: 1) a section on 

background information (7 questions) and 2) a section related to EFL schoolteachers’ assessment 

of their English language proficiency, which consisted of 7 questions.  

3.1 Participants 

The participants of this study comprised 525 EFL teachers, including 301 from urban 

schools and 224 from rural schools of Kazakhstan. The participants’ profiles are summarized in 

Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Profiles of Participating Teachers. 

 Urban Rural 

Number of respondents 

 301 224 

Age 

 N % N % 

20-29 y.o.  64 21,3 48 21,5 

30-39 y.o 127 42,2 102 45,5 

40-49 y.o.  74 24,5 45 20,1 

50 and above  36 12 29  12,9 

Gender 
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(Source: Self/Authors’ Own Illustration) 

When examining the profiles of EFL schoolteachers in urban and rural schools of Kazakhstan, 

notable differences emerge concerning their teaching experience and professional qualifications. 

In urban schools, EFL instructors possessing 10 to 20 years of teaching experience and those with 

over 20 years hold a slightly higher proportion at 37.5% and 21.5%, respectively, in contrast to 

36.2% and 17.9% in rural schools. Regarding the qualifications of schoolteachers, it is evident that 

in urban schools, a more significant proportion of teachers possess higher professional 

qualifications, particularly those falling under the categories of teachers-researchers and teachers-

masters, with 18.2% and 3.3%, respectively. Rural schools exhibit a lower prevalence of these 

designations, at 15.2% and 0.8%, respectively.  

 

4. Results and Discussion 

RQ 1. Do EFL schoolteachers take specialized language courses to enhance their English 

language proficiency? 

To identify whether the EFL schoolteachers take specialized courses, the participants were asked 

the following questions:  

 How often do you take language courses to develop your English language competence? 

 Which specific language courses have you completed over the past five years? 

Female teachers 293 97,3 215 96 

Male teachers 8 2,7 9 4 

Years of teaching experience 

0-4 years 62 20,6 46 

 

20,5 

5-9 years 61 20,4 57 25,4 

10-20 years 113 37,5 81 36,2 

20 years and above 65 21,5 40 17,9 

Qualification 

Teacher 73 24,3 65 29,2 

Teacher-

Moderator 

90 29,9 66 29,4 

Teacher-Expert 74 24,6 57 25,4 

Teacher-

Researcher 

55 18,2 34 15,2 

Teacher-Master 10 3,3 2 0,8 

Educational Background 

Hei 293 218 

College 8 6 
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As seen from Table 2, urban teachers (19%) are more likely to take English language 

courses annually than rural teachers (13.4%), indicating a slightly higher inclination toward 

consistent language skill development in urban areas. Furthermore, urban teachers (8%) have a 

lower percentage of never taking English courses than rural teachers (16.6%), which may indicate 

a limited range of language learning opportunities in rural settings.  

 

Table 2. Frequency of Taking English Language Courses (Urban vs Rural). 

  Every year Every three 

years 

Every five years Never 

urban N 57 148 71 24 

% 19 49,3 23,7 8 

 

rural N 30 96 61 37 

% 13,4 42,9 27,2 16,6 

(Source: Self/Authors’ Own Illustration) 

The types of specialized English language courses fall under the following categories, as presented 

in Table 3. Not all the teachers who acknowledged taking English language courses specified the 

names of these courses. Instead, they provided names for professional development courses, 

which, generally, are centered on teaching methodology rather than language skill improvement. 

This difference between the reported frequency of participating in English language courses and 

the specific course names underscores the need for additional interviews with teachers to gather 

further insights. 

Table 3. Specialized English Language Courses. 

Courses Frequency 

Urban EFL teachers Rural EFL teachers 

Coursera 53 27 

PUDP (Pedagogical 

University Development 

Courses) 

25 10 

Courses offered by “Orleu” 

national center for 

professional development 

78 83 

IELTS preparation courses 15 8 

British Council 10 12 

CELTA preparation courses 2 0 

(Source: Self/Authors’ Own Illustration) 
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The data from Table 4 indicates disparities between urban and rural teachers regarding 

potential language barriers they experience when communicating with native speakers. 

Specifically, rural teachers appear more likely to experience a language barrier, with 42% reporting 

such experiences compared to 32.6% of urban teachers. This difference could be attributed to 

various factors such as exposure to native speakers, language resources, and opportunities for 

language practice. Furthermore, a more significant proportion of rural teachers (32.6%) admit 

never communicating with native speakers, which may indicate limited opportunities for direct 

interaction. 

Table 4. Do You Experience a Language Barrier When Communicating with a Native 

Speaker? 

  Yes No Never 

communicated 

with native 

speakers 

urban N 98 150 53 

% 32,6 49,8 17,6 

 

rural N 94 57 73 

% 42 25,4 32,6 

(Source: Self/Authors’ Own Illustration) 

RQ 2. What strategies do EFL schoolteachers employ to develop their English language 

proficiency? 

Table 5 presents information about the strategies employed by EFL teachers to enhance their 

English language proficiency. By comparing the data between urban and rural teachers, several 

insights can be drawn into potential differences in language development approaches. 

 

Table 5. EFL Teachers’ Strategies for Enhancing English Language Proficiency. 

  Reading 

books 

and 

articles in 

English 

Listening 

to audio 

and 

watching 

movies in 

English 

Participating 

in English 

language 

courses or 

training 

Communicating 

with native 

speakers 

Using 

online 

applications 

urban N 

(frequency) 

125 215 138 58 202 

 % 41,5 71,4 45,8 19,3 67,1 

       

rural N 

(frequency) 

108 152 93 28 142 
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 % 48,2 67,9 41,5 12,5 63,4 

(Source: Self/Authors’ Own Illustration) 

The most frequently used strategies for enhancing English language proficiency among urban and 

rural EFL teachers are listening to audio/watching movies in English and using online applications. 

Reading books and articles in English is slightly more common among rural teachers, potentially 

indicating their inclination toward text-based resources. Participation in English language courses 

or training is more prevalent among urban teachers due to better access to such opportunities in 

urban areas. Furthermore, urban teachers also practice communicating with native speakers more, 

which could be attributed to more opportunities for intercultural contact in urban settings.  

RQ 3. What additional resources or support do EFL schoolteachers require within the 

school environment to help them enhance their English language proficiency? 

The responses to this question were organized into distinct categories, as presented in Table 6.  

Table 6. Categories of the Required Additional Support. 

Courses Frequency 

Urban EFL teachers Rural EFL teachers 

Technical support/ Internet 

access 

105 143 

Communication with native 

speakers 

98 127 

Language courses  156 112 

Additional educational 

resources 

75 139 

(Source: Self/Authors’ Own Illustration) 

The data in Table 6 reveal differences between urban and rural EFL teachers concerning the need 

for supplementary assistance to enhance their English language proficiency and cultivate an 

immersive language educational environment. Among rural teachers, technical support emerges 

as the foremost requirement. Compared to their urban counterparts, rural EFL teachers more 

frequently express the need for multimedia resources and separate classrooms for English 

instructors to conduct workshops and seminars. Additionally, the desire for interactions with native 

speakers aligns with the findings from the questionnaire (Table 4). Given the limited access to 

native speakers, rural EFL teachers suggest solutions such as inviting English-speaking teachers 

or volunteers to collaborate within their school settings. Furthermore, rural EFL teachers 

emphasize the importance of providing them with additional educational resources, including 

books, audiobooks, video materials, and online resources. Urban and rural EFL schoolteachers 
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consider it significant for their English language enhancement to access cost-free language 

courses, including IELTS/ TEFL preparation courses.   

 

5. Conclusion 

The investigation into the English language proficiency enhancement and additional 

support needs of EFL schoolteachers in urban and rural settings has revealed valuable insights. 

Urban teachers are more inclined toward consistent language skill development, possibly due to 

increased exposure to language resources and intercultural interactions. They are more likely to 

engage in English language courses and communicate with native speakers. On the other hand, 

rural teachers face potential language barriers when communicating with native speakers, which 

may stem from limited opportunities for direct interaction. The strategies employed by EFL 

teachers for language development highlight the prevalence of multimedia-based approaches, such 

as listening to audio and using online applications. Reading remains an important strategy, 

particularly among rural teachers, whereas urban teachers benefit from increased access to 

specialized courses. The identified additional support needs underscore the significance of 

technical assistance, communication with native speakers, access to language courses, and the 

provision of educational resources. Addressing the diverse needs of EFL schoolteachers is 

essential for fostering effective language development and creating an immersive language 

educational environment. Future initiatives should focus on providing equitable opportunities for 

professional growth, access to resources, and promoting intercultural interactions to enhance 

English language proficiency among urban and rural educators. 
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