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GENDER, MULTILINGUALISM, AND CAREER CHOICE IN KAZAKHSTAN: AN
INTERSECTIONAL VIEW OF UNDERGRADUATE ASPIRATIONS

This article synthesizes qualitative findings on how gender and multilingualism intersect to shape the career
aspirations of first-year undergraduates in Kazakhstan. Drawing on Feminist Theory [1], Sociocultural Theory
[2, 3], and Intersectionality [4], the analysis situates student narratives within Kazakhstan’s trilingual policy
context—Kazakh, Russian, and English [5]—and wider sociolinguistic hierarchies. Interviews with ten students
(five women, five men) reveal persistent gendered steering (e.g., “STEM for men, humanities for women”), the
uneven valuing of language skills across fields and genders, and the differential translation of multilingual
competence into leadership capital. While multilingualism is widely perceived as an asset, women report its
recognition mainly in “supportive” roles (e.g., teaching, translation), whereas men describe language as leverage
for mobility in high-status domains (e.g., IT, engineering, international business). Some women strategically
select women-dominated fields for psychological safety, even at an income trade-off. The article concludes with
implications for policy and practice: gender-responsive career guidance; equitable recognition of multilingual
competencies; targeted mentorship for women aiming at multilingual leadership; and curricular/organizational
reforms that address the gendered distribution of linguistic capital.

Keywords: Gender studies, Multilingualism, Career choice, Career aspirations, Intersectionality,
Kazakhstan.

Introduction

Global discourses often frame multilingualism as a pathway to cognitive flexibility, intercultural
competence, and expanded career options [6, 7]. Yet language resources never operate in a social
vacuum: which languages “count,” how they are recognized, and who benefits from them are patterned
by power, ideology, and identity. Gender, in particular, shapes access to opportunity and the valuation
of skills across labor markets [8]. In multilingual, post-Soviet Kazakhstan—where a state-led trilingual
project promotes Kazakh, Russian, and English [5]—these dynamics converge in distinctive ways.

The thesis on which this article is based explores how gender and multilingual repertoires jointly
inform undergraduates’ early career choices. It focuses on first-year students at a large urban
university—an ideal vantage point because students have chosen majors but are still consolidating
identities and aspirations. The article’s contribution is threefold. First, it traces how gendered
expectations continue to steer choices despite officially inclusive policies [9]. Second, it shows how
multilingual competence is stratified by language ideology—Kazakh for identity and civic belonging,
Russian for interethnic and bureaucratic practicality, English for elite global mobility [10]. Third, it
demonstrates that the returns to multilingualism are gendered: similar linguistic assets accrue different
symbolic and economic value to women and men [11].

Guided by three questions—(1) the role of gender, (2) the role of multilingual repertoire, and (3)
their intersection—this article integrates relevant scholarship and the study’s qualitative findings to
illuminate how students interpret, embrace, or resist the overlapping pressures of language hierarchies
and gender norms.
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Materials and Research Methods

The research employed an instrumental qualitative case study [12] at a multilingual urban
university. Using purposeful maximum-variation sampling [13], ten first-year students (five women,
five men) from varied majors participated in 60-90-minute semi-structured interviews [14] conducted
in Kazakh, Russian, or English. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and thematically analyzed [15].
Ethical approval followed institutional protocols; pseudonyms protected identities.

Results and discussion

Conceptual and Policy Background

Multilingualism as Resource and Hierarchy

Contemporary sociolinguistics defines multilingualism not simply as a count of languages but as a
dynamic repertoire of situated resources [16, 17, 18]. Individuals deploy languages unevenly across
domains; competence is fluid and context-bound. In Kazakhstan, this fluidity is institutionalized
through the trilingual policy: Kazakh (state), Russian (interethnic communication), and English (global
integration) [5]. These languages carry stratified symbolic value—Kazakh as national identity, Russian
as practical capital, English as global prestige [10]. Access to high-level proficiency remains uneven
across urban-rural, class, and schooling lines, with implications for competitive careers [19].

Gender as Social Structure and Performance

Gender is socially constructed and continually enacted through norms and institutional practices
[1, 20]. In post-Soviet contexts, women remain overrepresented in care-oriented fields (education,
social work) while men dominate high-status technical sectors (engineering, IT, economics) [21, 9].
Self-assessment biases reinforce segregation: even with equal performance, men are more likely to rate
themselves competent in STEM, while women underrate their abilities [22, 23].

Intersectionality and Linguistic Capital

Intersectionality [4] highlights how gender, language, class, and ethnicity interlock to produce
compounded advantage or constraint. Language skills function as cultural capital [24], but their
conversion into status depends on who wields them, where, and for what purpose [25]. In Kazakhstan,
women’s strong language skills may be recognized in “support” roles; the same skills in men are read
as leadership readiness, intensifying unequal career trajectories [26].

Findings

Gendered Career Perceptions and Practices

“STEM for men, humanities for women.” Across accounts, STEM was widely identified with
masculine traits—Ilogic, toughness, competitiveness—mirroring the gender performativity that
normalizes segregation [1]. Several male participants described STEM as a default choice because it
promises prestige and a good salary. Several women recounted tacit discouragement from STEM by
peers, teachers, or family, and described fatigue at the prospect of constantly having to “prove”
belonging in male-dominated spaces. Even when women acknowledged increased salary in engineering
or IT, some prioritized psychological safety, opting for professions with supportive peer cultures (e.g.,
education, linguistics). These patterns echo evidence of stereotype-based self-efficacy gaps and “chilly
climate” dynamics that sap persistence in STEM [8, 21, 22, 23].

The parental script. Students repeatedly cited parental expectations—often framed as “secure,
respectable” gender-appropriate careers. Male students described explicit nudges toward engineering or
economics; women described advice to pursue linguistics, pedagogy, or biology, aligned with
caregiving and communication. Such domestic socialization, backed by curricular images of gendered
roles [9], perpetuates occupational channeling [27].
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Anticipatory discrimination. Women anticipated stricter performance scrutiny and lower
recognition in male-dominated fields, steering choices even before labor-market entry. This
anticipatory calculus illustrates how gender regimes operate through expectation and emotion as much
as through formal exclusion [28].

Multilingual Repertoires as Career Capital

Language as strategic asset. Students framed multilingualism as essential for diplomacy,
education, international business, and selective public-sector roles. English was consistently perceived
as high-leverage capital for mobility and status; Russian as indispensable for interethnic pragmatics;
Kazakh as a marker of belonging and civic duty, increasingly important in public institutions. These
valuations reflect Kazakhstan’s language ideology and the sociopolitical stratification of repertoires [5,
10].

Gendered orientations to language learning. Many women described intrinsic motivation and
relational affordances in language study (communication, empathy, intercultural sensitivity), while
several men articulated instrumental rationales (salary, leadership prospects, international placement).
In classrooms, gendered discourse norms and teacher expectations can subtly reinforce these
orientations [29, 30].

Identity work. Students used languages to perform career-aligned identities—projecting
cosmopolitan professionalism via English, institutional credibility via Kazakh, and network fluency via
Russian. Such “identity positioning” aligns with sociocultural views of language as a mediational
means that shapes cognition and affiliation [2, 3, 31].

The Intersection: Who Gets Credit for the Same Skill?

Women’s multilingualism - visible but undervalued. Women frequently reported that strong
language skills were acknowledged yet channeled toward support functions: teaching, translation,
client service—fields with lower pay and limited pathways to leadership. Their multilingualism was
treated as expected rather than exceptional, consistent with research on the gendered devaluation of
feminized skills [25].

Men’s multilingualism - read as leadership. In contrast, men described language competence as a
distinctive advantage signaling readiness for international teamwork and managerial tracks in
engineering, finance, or tech. This differential interpretation transforms similar competence into uneven
symbolic capital—a classic case of intersectional stratification [4, 24, 26].

Strategic compliance and resistance. Some women deliberately selected women-dominated
programs to avoid hostile climates. Others resisted channeling and pursued law, diplomacy, or
international business, leveraging multilingualism to claim visibility in male-dominated arenas. These
resistant narratives echo poststructural feminist accounts of identity negotiation and agency [25].

Discussion: Mapping Findings to Theory

Feminist Theory: Performing “Appropriate” Futures

The normalization of “STEM for men, humanities for women” illustrates gender performativity
[1]: repeated social cues define what futures feel natural. Women’s anticipatory self-exclusion from
male-dominated fields to avoid “proving oneself” reflects the affective labor of navigating gendered
gaze and doubt [8]. Feminist analysis thus exposes how institutional climates, home discourses, and
curricular images [9] align to narrow the horizon of legitimate ambition.

Sociocultural Theory: Language as Mediation of Identity and Opportunity

Language is not merely a skill but a mediational tool that structures thought, affiliation, and
learning [2, 3]. Students’ identity positioning via English, Kazakh, and Russian demonstrates how
repertoires enable membership in particular communities of practice and opportunity structures [30].
Where high-quality trilingual instruction is uneven, repertoires—and thus career affordances—are
unequally distributed [10].
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Intersectionality: Converting Linguistic Capital into Status—For Whom?

Similar language skills were read differently across genders. Women’s multilingualism accrued
value in feminized roles; men’s, in leadership tracks—evidence that capital conversion is filtered by
gender [24, 25]. Intersectionality [4] helps explain compounded effects for women from rural or less
resourced schools who face both limited access to elite English pathways and strong gendered steering.

Implications for Policy and Practice

The findings of this study carry important implications for educational policy, institutional
practice, and broader social attitudes in Kazakhstan and similar multilingual, post-Soviet contexts. At
the level of higher education, the research suggests that career guidance must explicitly address the
ways in which gender stereotypes shape students’ perceptions of professional suitability. When female
students avoid STEM fields due to anticipated discrimination or discomfort in male-dominated
environments, they are not only making individual trade-offs but also reinforcing structural inequalities
in the labor market. Accordingly, secondary and tertiary institutions should provide gender-responsive
career counseling that encourages students to critically reflect on social norms and recognize a wider
range of professional opportunities as accessible to all genders.

Equally significant are the implications for language education. Multilingualism emerged as a
highly valued resource, yet its recognition was uneven across gender lines. Whereas male students’
linguistic abilities were often interpreted as markers of leadership potential, female students’
comparable skills were perceived as “expected” or relegated to supportive positions. This discrepancy
underscores the need for universities and employers to adopt more equitable frameworks for evaluating
multilingual competencies. Language should be recognized as a form of cultural and professional
capital across all career domains, not solely in feminized professions such as teaching or translation.
Policies that ensure multilingual proficiency is valued in leadership and technical fields could help
mitigate gendered disparities in the labor market.

At the societal level, the study also points to the importance of engaging families and communities
in the transformation of gendered expectations. Many participants described parental influence as a
decisive factor in shaping their career paths. Without efforts to shift such attitudes, institutional reforms
alone may have limited effect. This suggests that awareness campaigns, community dialogues, and
parental engagement programs should accompany educational initiatives to dismantle entrenched
assumptions about gender-appropriate professions.

Finally, the study highlights the need for a more holistic policy approach that integrates gender
equity and multilingual education. Current frameworks often treat these priorities in isolation, focusing
either on promoting trilingualism or on addressing gender imbalance. Yet this research demonstrates
that the two dimensions are deeply intertwined. Effective policy must therefore consider how gendered
norms influence the acquisition and valuation of language skills, and how multilingual repertoires can
be leveraged to expand—not restrict—career opportunities for all students.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

While the study offers valuable insights into the intersection of gender and multilingualism in
shaping career choices, it is also subject to several limitations that must be acknowledged. The first
limitation concerns the scope and size of the sample. With ten participants drawn from a single
multilingual, urban university, the findings cannot be generalized to all Kazakhstani undergraduates.
Students in rural areas, monolingual institutions, or vocational pathways may experience language
access and gendered expectations in markedly different ways. Future research would benefit from
including a larger and more diverse cohort across multiple universities and regions to provide a more
comprehensive picture.

A second limitation relates to the focus on first-year students. While this population was chosen
deliberately to capture the early stages of career identity formation, it also means that the study
captures aspirations rather than long-term outcomes. Students’ choices may shift significantly as they
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gain professional experience, encounter workplace cultures, or reassess their ambitions in light of
structural barriers and opportunities. Longitudinal studies are therefore necessary to trace how the
dynamics identified here evolve over time and influence actual career trajectories.

Another limitation lies in the reliance on self-reported data through interviews. Although this
method is well suited to exploring perceptions and meanings, it is inevitably shaped by participants’
willingness to share openly and by the researcher’s interpretive lens. Some participants may have
downplayed or omitted experiences of gendered or linguistic discrimination due to social desirability or
discomfort, while others may have emphasized certain narratives to align with perceived expectations.
Although strategies such as member checking and reflexivity were employed to enhance
trustworthiness, the findings must still be understood as constructed accounts rather than objective
representations of reality.

Finally, the study focuses primarily on the interplay of gender and multilingualism while
acknowledging but not systematically analyzing other intersecting identities such as ethnicity, class, or
rural-urban background. Intersectionality theory suggests that these dimensions are crucial in shaping
compounded advantage or disadvantage. For example, a rural female student with limited access to
English instruction may experience constraints that differ markedly from those of an urban male
counterpart. Future research should therefore expand the intersectional scope to capture how these
additional layers of identity interact with gender and multilingualism in structuring career
opportunities.

Conclusion

Kazakhstan’s trilingual vision positions language as a lever of modernization, yet the benefits of
multilingualism are unevenly realized. This study’s narratives show that gender remains a powerful
organizer of aspiration, confidence, and recognition. Women’s multilingualism is widely visible but too
often confined to roles with limited power and pay; men’s similar skills are framed as markers of
leadership, especially in technical and high-status domains. These differences do not arise from ability
but from the social reading of competence at the intersection of gender and language.

The way forward is not merely to expand language teaching or to proclaim gender equality in the
abstract. It is to redesign systems—curricula, counseling, hiring, promotion, and everyday pedagogical
practice—so that linguistic capital translates equitably into status, pay, and leadership for all students.
Feminist, sociocultural, and intersectional perspectives together illuminate how this can be done: by
transforming climates, leveling access to high-value repertoires, and revaluing multilingualism as
strategic capital across every rung of the career ladder.
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. UyreHesa

KA3AKCTAHJATBI 'EHJAEP, KOITIJIAIVIIK KOoHE MAHCAII TAHJIAYbI:
CTYAEHTTEPAIH ¥YMTBIJIBICTAPBIHA HTHTEPCEKIIUAJIBIK KO3KAPAC

Bbyn wmakana Kazakcranmarbl OipiHINI Kypc CTyIEHTTEpiHIH KociOM apMaHAapblHa JKBIHBIC MEH
KONTUIIUTIKTIH TOFBICYBI Kajail BIKIAN €TETiHIH canallblK JAepeKTep HEeTi3iHAe Tanfainel. ['eHaepiik Teopusra
[1], counomonenu teopusra [2, 3] »OHE WHTEPCEKIMOHAIABUIBIK TYXXbIpbIMIaMacbiHa [4] cylieHe OTBIphIN,
Tajjay CTyACHTTEpAiH oHriMenepiH KazakcTaHHBIH yIITUINI cascat (Ka3ak, OPBIC oHE aFbUIIIBIH Tutmepi) [5]
MEH KEHIPeK COIMOJIMHIBUCTHKAIIBIK Hepapxusuiap aschbiHna Kapacteipaasl. OH cTyneHTeH (Oec aiten, Oec ep)
JKYPri3ireH cyx0Oarrap TeHAepiIiK OaFbITTayIbIH CaKTaIBIT OTHIPFaHBIH KepceTTi (Mbicanbl, «STEM — eprmepre,
FYMaHUTaPJIbIK FRUIBIMAAP — SHeNIepre» TYKbIPhIMIAMAchl ), TULIIK JaFIblIap IblH Op caa MEH KbIHBICKA Kapail
opTypJi OaralaHATBHIHBIH, COHJAM-aK KONTUIAI KY3BIPSTTUIIKTIH JIUISPIIK KalUTalfa alHaTybIHBIH TEHCI3/ITiH
alikpiHaaabl. KenTuaniK Kalbl apTHIKIIBUIBIK PETiHIE KaObUIaHFAaHBIMEH, OWENJEp OHBIH MOWBIHIATYbIH
KeOiHe «KOJNJaymibDy peifiepAe Kepemi (MbIcajibl, OKBITY, ayjaapma), ajl epjep TUIII >XOoFapbl MopTeberi
cananapaa (moicainel, [T, WHKEHEpHS, XaIbIKAPAJIbIK OM3HEC) LIrepulIeyaiH KYpasbl PeTiHe cumarraiiabl. by
TaOBIC a3ar0bIMEH OalIaHbICTHI Oo0JIca J1a, KeiOip oernep e3/epiHiH NCUXOJIOTUSUIBIK Kayilci3/iri YIIiH auenuep
OacbIM canamapabl caHaimbl TYpAe TaHaimbl. Makanma cascar IeH MpaKTHKara KaThICThl YCBIHBICTapMEH
TYHIHACTe i TeHACPIIK epeKIIeTiKTI €CKEPETiH KociOn Oarmap Oepy; KONTiIAI KY3bIPEeTTEPai 9111 MOMBIH/IAY;
KONTUI/ JIUJCPIIKKE YMTBUIFaH diesiepre OarbITTalFaH TOIIMIEPIIiK; COHIali-aK TIIIK KalUTaJIbIH TeHACPIIIK
OeJtiHICiH ecKepeTiH OKy OarnapiaMachl MEH YHBIMAACTBIPYIIBIIBIK pedopmanap.

Tyiin ce3aep: TeHAEPNIK 3epTTeyiep, KONTUIAIIIK, MaMaHBIK TaHAaybl, KociOM YMTBUIBICTAp,
WHTEPCEKIUSIHAIABIIBIK, KazakcTaH.

. UyreHeBa

I'EHAEP, MYJbTUJINHI'BU3M U BBIGOP IPO®ECCHUU B KA3AXCTAHE:
UHTEPCEKIIMOHAJIbHBIN B3IJIsI] HA YCTPEMJIEHUS CTYJIEHTOB

B nanHO# craThe 0000MIAIOTCS pE3yNbTAaThl KAaYECTBEHHOTO WCCIEJOBAHUS O TOM, Kak TeHIep |
MHOTOSI3bIYME B3aUMOJCHCTBYIOT B ()OPMHPOBAHUH KaphEPHBIX YCTPEMIICHHH CTYJCHTOB-TIEPBOKYPCHUKOB B
Kazaxcrane. Onupasch Ha (QEMHHHUCTCKYIO Teoputo [l], COMOKYIbTYpHYIO Teopuro [2, 3] u Teopuro
WHTEPCEKIIMOHATLHOCTH [4], aHAM3 MOMEMaeT HAPPATHUBBI CTYJEHTOB B KOHTEKCT TPEXBSI3BIYHONW MOJUTHKH
Kazaxcrana — ka3axCKwii, pyCCKHI M aHTIUHCKUH sA3bIKK [5] — n Ooyilee MIMPOKUX COLMMOIUHTBACTHYECKUX
uepapxuil. IHTEepBBIO C 1ECATHIO CTYJAEHTaMU (TISATh KEHIIUH, MATh MY>KYHH) BBISBIAIOT YCTOHYHUBOE T€HACPHOE
HampaBieHue BbIOOpa (Hampumep, «STEM jns  MyX4uuH, TyMaHWTapHbIE HAYKH IS OKCHIUHY),
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HEPABHOMEPHYIO OILIEHKY SI3BIKOBBIX HABBIKOB B PAa3JIMYHBIX OOJACTSIX M MO TEHACPHOMY MPU3HAKY, a TaKKe
pasnuvus B NpeoOpa30BaHUN MHOTOSI3BIYHOM KOMITIETCHIIMHU B TUACPCKUN KanmuTal. XOTs MHOTOSI3bIYUE B IIETIOM
BOCIIPUHUMACTCA KaK TMPECUMYIICCTBO, KCHIIUMHBI OTMEYAIOT, 4YTO HX A3BIKOBLIC HABBIKW MPU3HAIOTCA
MIPEUMYIIECTBEHHO B «BCIIOMOTATENILHBIXY» POJIAX (Hampumep, MpernojaBaHue, MepeBo), TOra Kak MYKYHHBI
OTMCHIBAIOT BIAJICHUE SA3bIKAMHU KaK pblYar JJisl MPOJBIIKCHUS B BBICOKOCTATYCHBIX oOnacTsax (Hampumep, UT,
WHKEHEPHs, MEXIYHApOIHBIH Ou3Hec). HekoTopwsle JKCHIMWHBI CTpPaTeTHYSCKH BHIOMparoT cdepsl C
npeoOajjaHueM >KEHIUH paad TICHXOJOTUYECKOW Oe30MacHOCTH, Ja)xe [EHOW CHIKeHus poxona. Crarhs
3aBepIIaeTcs paccMoTpeHHeM MPaKTHYECKUX peKOMEeHTaIuii: TeHJICPHO-OPUEHTUPOBAHHOE
MpopOPUEHTAIIMOHHOE KOHCYJILTUPOBAHUE;, CIIPABEIITUBOC MPU3HAHHE MHOTOS3BIYHBIX KOMIIETCHIINH; TeNeBOe
HAaCTaBHUYECTBO IS JKEHINWH, CTPEMSIIUXCS K MHOTOSI3BIYHOMY JIMACPCTBY; a Takke pedopMbl ydeOHBIX
porpaMM H OpraHU3alMOHHBIX CTPYKTYp, HalpaBlI€HHLIE Ha YCTpaHEHHE TIE€HIEPHOIO HEPAaBEHCTBA B
pacnpeaeneH!y TUHTBUCTHIECKOTO KaluTana.

KnwueBble cioBa: TeHICPHbIC WCCICIOBAHUS, MYJIbTHIMHTBH3M, BBIOOp MpodecchuH, KapbepHbIC
YCTPEMIICHUS, HHTEPCEKIIMOHAILHOCTh, Ka3zaxcraH.
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