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education reform agenda covering preschool, general secondary, Accepted: 11t
vocational, and higher education. This article examines the main  August, 2026
challenges and opportunities of this reform process. The study aims

to identify the structural, institutional, and pedagogical factors that KEYWORDS:
shape the implementation of reform, and to assess the prospects for ~ education reform;
sustainable improvement in educational quality and equity. The = Uzbekistan; policy
research uses a qualitative approach that combines analysis of implementation;  higher
national legislation and policy documents, a review of international ~ education; teacher training;
scholarly literature, and comparative analysis of reform experiences ~ €ducational quality;

in other transition economies. The findings suggest that wider digitalization; Central Asia
access, institutional diversification, international partnerships, and
digitalization create significant opportunities. At the same time,
persistent challenges remain, including teacher quality and
professional development, uneven provision between regions and
between urban and rural areas, the efficiency of educational funding,
and the alignment of curricula with labour-market needs. The article
argues that the success of reform depends less on adopting new
policies than on consistent implementation, strong teacher capacity,
and systematic monitoring and evaluation. The study contributes to
the literature on education policy in Central Asia and offers practical
recommendations for policymakers.

Annoranusi. C 2017 roga VY30ekucTaH peaan3yeT KOMIUIEKCHYIO MporpamMmy pepopMHUpOBaHUS
o0pa3oBaHMs, OXBATHIBAIOIIYIO JIONIKOJIBHOE, 00IIIee cpenHee, mpodecCuoHaIbHOE U BhICIIEe 00Opa30BaHUE.
B cratpe paccmaTpuBaroTCsl OCHOBHBIE MPOOJIEMBI U BO3MOXKHOCTH 3TOrO mpotecca. Llenp uccnenoBanus
COCTOMT B BBISIBJICHUU CTPYKTYPHBIX, HHCTUTYLIMOHAJIBHBIX U ME€IarOrM4ecKuX (aKkTOpOB, BIUSIONINX HA XO]T
pedopMbI, a TakKe B OLIEHKE MEPCHEKTHUB YCTOWYMBOIO MOBBIIIEHUS KaueCcTBAa M PAaBEHCTBA 0Opa30BaHMUA.
HccnenoBanne OCHOBaHO Ha KAyeCTBEHHOM IOAXOJ€, BKIIOYAIOUIEM aHalu3  HalMOHAJIBHOTO
3aKOHOJATENIbCTBA M MPOTPAMMHBIX JOKYMEHTOB, 0030p MEXIyHapOAHON Hay4HOH JHMTepaTypel |
CpPaBHUTEIBHBIM aHAW3 OMbITa pedopM B APYrHX CTpaHaX C MEPEXOJHON IKOHOMHKOH. Pe3ymbrarsl
MOKa3bIBAIOT, YTO PACUIMPEHHE JOCTYIA K 00pa30BaHUIO, TUBEpCUUKAIM 00pa30BaTEeIbHBIX YUPEKIACHUH,
MEXIyHapOAHOE COTPYAHUUECTBO U IM(PPOBU3AIUS OTKPHIBAIOT 3HAYUTENIbHbIE BO3MOKHOCTH. BMecTe ¢ Tem
COXPAHSIOTCS CephE3HBbIE MPOOJIEMBI: KAaueCTBO IMOATOTOBKH U MPO(GECCHOHATBHOE pa3BUTHE IE€Jaroros,
HEPaBHOMEPHOCTh 00pa30BaTENbHBIX YCIYT MEX/y PETHOHAMHU U MEXJ1y TOPOJOM U CeJIoM, 3(PPEeKTUBHOCTD
UCTOJIb30BaHUS (PMHAHCUPOBAHMS, @ TAK)KE COOTBETCTBUE YUEOHBIX MPOrpaMM MOTPEOHOCTAM pPBIHKA TPYIa.
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B cratbe yTBepkamaercs, 4To ycmex pedopMbl 3aBUCHUT HE CTOJBKO OT MPUHSATHS HOBBIX IOJUTHYECKUX
pelIeHuil, CKOJBKO OT TIIOCIENOBATEIFHON MX peaju3alliyd, KaapoBOTO MOTCHIMAla IEAaroroB M
CHCTEMaTU4YeCKOr0 MOHUTOPHUHIA M OLICHKH. VcciemoBaHne BHOCHT BKJIAJ B M3ydeHHE 00pa3oBaTeIbHOMN
noJaUTUKY B LleHTpanbHOl A3UK M CONEPIKUT MPAKTUIECKUE PEKOMEHIALUH IS TIOJTUTUKOB.

KiawueBble cioBa: pedopma o0pazoBaHus; Y30€KHCTaH; peanu3alys IOJUTUKU; BBICIIEE
o0pa3oBaHue; MOJATrOTOBKA MEIaroros; KauecTBo oOpa3oBanus; nudposusanms; Llentpansnas Azus

Annotatsiya. 2017-yildan buyon O‘zbekistonda maktabgacha, umumiy o‘rta, kasb-hunar va oliy
ta’limni qamrab oluvchi keng ko‘lamli ta’lim islohotlari amalga oshirilmogda. Mazkur maqolada ushbu
islohot jarayonining asosiy muammolari va imkoniyatlari tahlil qilinadi. Tadqiqotning magsadi islohotlarning
borishiga ta’sir etuvchi tizimli, institutsional va pedagogik omillarni aniglash hamda ta’lim sifati va tengligini
bargaror oshirish istigbollarini baholashdan iborat. Tadqiqotda sifat yondashuvidan foydalanilgan bo‘lib, u
milliy qonunchilik va dasturiy hujjatlarni tahlil qilish, xalgaro ilmiy adabiyotlarni o‘rganish hamda o‘tish
igtisodiyotiga ega boshqa davlatlardagi islohot tajribalarini qiyosiy tahlil gilishni 0°z ichiga oladi. Natijalar
ta’limdan foydalanish imkoniyatlarining kengayishi, ta’lim muassasalarining diversifikatsiyasi, xalqaro
hamkorlik va ragamlashtirish muhim imkoniyatlar yaratayotganini ko‘rsatadi. Shu bilan birga,
o‘qituvchilarning malakasi va kasbiy rivojlanishi, hududlar hamda shahar va qishloq o‘rtasidagi notekislik,
ta’lim moliyalashtirishining samaradorligi va o‘quv dasturlarining mehnat bozori ehtiyojlariga mosligi kabi
muammolar saqlanib qolmoqda. Maqolada islohotlar muvaffaqiyati yangi siyosatlarni qabul qilishdan ko‘ra
ularni izchil amalga oshirish, o‘qituvchilar salohiyati hamda muntazam monitoring va baholashga ko‘proq
bog‘ligligi asoslanadi. Tadqiqot Markaziy Osiyodagi ta’lim siyosatiga oid ilmiy adabiyotlarga hissa qo‘shadi
va siyosat ishlab chiquvchilar uchun amaliy tavsiyalar beradi.

Kalit so‘zlar: ta’lim islohoti; O‘zbekiston; siyosatni amalga oshirish; oliy ta’lim; o‘qituvchilarni
tayyorlash; ta’lim sifati; raqamlashtirish; Markaziy Osiyo

INTRODUCTION

Education is widely regarded as a foundation of economic competitiveness and social cohesion, and
since 2016 Uzbekistan has placed it at the centre of its national development agenda. A turning point came
with Presidential Decree No. PP-2909 of 20 April 2017, which launched a comprehensive programme for the
development of the higher education system for 2017-2021 and was followed by measures covering
preschool, general secondary, and vocational education. Together, these measures signal an effort to move
from a closed, centrally managed model towards one oriented to quality, openness, and international
cooperation.

This effort builds on an uneven post-Soviet legacy. After 1991, the successor states followed divergent
paths in reforming their inherited education systems, and the scholarly literature has documented these
changes extensively [Heyneman, 2010, pp. 76—87]. Uzbekistan‘s course was particularly cautious: gross
enrolment in higher education fell from 15% in 1991 to 9% in 2017, and the strictly top-down approach
to reform did not improve access or institutional capacity [Ruziev, 2018, pp. 435-459] [Burkhanov, 2018,
pp. 435-459].

The period after 2016 is therefore widely seen as a break with this legacy. Recent work notes that
the higher education sector has been undergoing significant changes since 2016 in a country where more
than half of the population is young [Ibrokhimova, 2023, pp. 177-185], which raises the stakes of getting
reform right.

Despite growing scholarly attention, much of the existing literature concentrates on higher education
and internationalization. The reform process as a whole, and especially the gap between policy adoption and
implementation, remains less examined. This article addresses that gap by asking three questions: (1) which
structural, institutional, and pedagogical challenges constrain reform; (2) which opportunities it creates; and
(3) which conditions are needed for sustainable improvement in educational quality and equity.

The study uses a qualitative approach that combines analysis of national legislation and policy
documents, a review of international scholarly literature, and comparative analysis of reform experiences in
other transition economies.

METHODS
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This study adopts a qualitative, descriptive-analytical design, which suits a reform process that is still
unfolding and cannot be reduced to a few quantifiable variables. The analysis covers the period from 2017 to
the present. The design combines three complementary strands: document analysis, a structured literature
review, and comparative analysis.

The first strand examines national legislation and policy documents issued since 2017, including
presidential decrees, laws, and sectoral strategies. Document analysis is a systematic procedure for reviewing
and evaluating printed and electronic documents [Bowen, 2009, p. 27]. Each document was examined for its
stated objectives, targets, responsible institutions, and implementation mechanisms, following the sequence
of skimming, thorough reading, and interpretation [Bowen, 2009, p. 31].

The second strand reviews scholarly publications on education reform in Uzbekistan and in
comparable contexts. Traditional literature reviews are often criticised for lacking thoroughness and rigour
and for being conducted ad hoc [Snyder, 2019, p. 333]. To limit this weakness, the review applied explicit
inclusion criteria: peer-reviewed studies and official reports addressing the design, implementation, or
outcomes of education reform. Sources were screened by title and abstract and then read in full.

The third strand compares Uzbekistan with other transition economies. The comparative method must
generalise from relatively few cases, and one remedy is to focus on comparable cases, for example through
area comparisons [Lijphart, 1971, pp. 682—693]. Accordingly, the comparison is restricted to post-socialist
and Central Asian systems that share a Soviet institutional legacy.

Evidence from the three strands was coded into three dimensions, namely structural, institutional, and
pedagogical, and each finding was classified as a challenge or an opportunity. Document analysis is often
combined with other methods as a means of triangulation [Bowen, 2009, p. 29], and agreement across the
strands was therefore used to assess the credibility of each finding.

The study relies on documentary and secondary evidence, so it captures formal policy more fully than
classroom practice. Its findings should therefore be read as an analytical synthesis rather than as causal
evidence.

RESULTS

The analysis shows that the most visible result of the post-2017 reforms is rapid quantitative expansion.
Higher education enrolment rose from 264,300 students in 2015/2016 to 1.43 million in 2024/2025, more than
five times higher [Sultanova, 2025, p. 1]. The scale of this change is best understood against the pre-reform
baseline, when gross tertiary enrolment had fallen from 17 percent in 1991 to 9 percent in 2011, far below the
40 and 49 percent recorded in Kazakhstan and the Kyrgyz Republic [World Bank, 2014, p. 45]. This suggests
that expansion primarily relieved a long-standing supply constraint, given that about 400,000 applicants
competed for 64,000 places in 2010 [World Bank, 2014, p. 50]. Diversification of providers reinforced the
shift: by 2024 the country had 211 higher education institutions, including 112 public universities, 69 private
universities, and 30 foreign institutions [Kun.uz, 2025, p. 1]. In our assessment, this mix of public, private,
and foreign providers is the clearest institutional opportunity, because it widens student choice and introduces
external quality benchmarks.

Expansion, however, has not automatically translated into quality. The baseline diagnostic found that
only 32 percent of instructional staff in Uzbek universities held the equivalent of a PhD in 2011/12 [World
Bank, 2014, p. 15]. If staff numbers have not grown as fast as enrolment, pressure on teaching quality has
probably intensified, although recent staffing data are needed to confirm this. The problem also has a territorial
dimension: a mixed-methods study of 200 educators and policymakers reports lower teacher qualifications
and more limited digital resources in rural areas, while urban areas advanced faster [Khajieva, 2024, pp. 708—
711]. Digitalization is therefore a double-edged opportunity: without rural infrastructure and teacher training,
it may widen the very gaps it is meant to close.
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Figure 1. Higher education enrolment in Uzbekistan, 2015/2016 and 2024/2025.
Source: Sultanova (2025, p. 1).

Financing patterns point to a similar imbalance. State spending on education was about 8 percent of
GDP, but only about 0.4 percent of GDP reached tertiary education [World Bank, 2014, p. 12]. Our reading
is that expansion on such a narrow public base has probably relied on tuition fees and private investment,
which raises equity concerns for lower-income and rural families. This makes the financing model a test of
sustainability.

Alignment with the labour market is a further area of difficulty. In 2008, 73 percent of surveyed firms
cited inadequate worker skills and education as an obstacle to doing business [World Bank, 2014, p. 25], and
in industry and construction the ratio of higher-education to specialised secondary graduates was nearly one
to ten [World Bank, 2014, p. 30]. These figures show that the problem concerns not only the number of
graduates but also their field of study and skill profile. Consequently, increasing enrolment without matching
programmes to employer demand risks producing more graduates but not the specialisations the economy
needs.

Taken together, the three analytical strands show a consistent pattern. Structural change, namely
expansion and diversification, is well documented. Institutional and pedagogical change, namely financing,
teacher capacity, and curriculum relevance, is harder to verify and appears to lag behind. Because the baseline
diagnostics date from 2011-2013, they describe the conditions that the reforms were designed to address rather
than current outcomes.

DISCUSSION

The results indicate that the reform has been more successful in expanding access than in strengthening
the institutional and pedagogical capacity needed to sustain it. This pattern can be interpreted through Trow’s
model of higher education development. Trow distinguishes elite systems, which shape a ruling class, from
mass systems, which transmit skills for a broader range of technical and economic roles, and from universal
systems, which adapt the whole population to rapid social and technological change [Trow, 2006, pp. 243—
280]. With gross enrolment of only 9 percent in 2011, Uzbekistan‘s system was elite in structure, and an
enrolment increase of more than fivefold suggests a decisive move towards the mass stage. That shift changes
what universities are expected to do. In our assessment, governance, financing, and staffing arrangements
designed for a small elite system cannot simply be stretched to serve a mass system, which helps explain why
quality indicators lag behind access indicators.
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These findings extend earlier scholarship on the country. The strictly top-down approach to reform
followed since independence did not improve access or the human and physical capacities of higher education
institutions [Ruziev, 2018, pp. 435-459] [Burkhanov, 2018, pp. 435-459]. Our results suggest that the access
dimension of this critique has since been addressed, whereas the capacity dimension remains open. Whether
the current reform path can close it will depend less on further decrees than on how consistently they are
implemented and monitored.

The capacity gap is most consequential for teachers. A teacher one standard deviation above average
effectiveness is estimated to generate over USD 400,000 in the present value of students® future earnings in a
class of 20 [Hanushek, 2011, p. 466]. This estimate comes from the United States and cannot be transferred
directly, but it illustrates why limited doctoral-level staff and weaker rural qualifications deserve priority.
Teacher quality is also tied to the digital agenda, because digital resources add value only when teachers are
trained to use them.

The opportunities identified are real but conditional. Diversified providers widen student choice, but
their benefits depend on regulation and affordability. Digitalization can extend teaching resources to rural
schools, but only where infrastructure and teacher training exist. Financing remains the most uncertain
element: a system that grows mainly on tuition income risks reproducing inequality unless disadvantaged
students receive targeted support. Finally, labour-market alignment requires programme planning informed
by employer demand rather than by enrolment targets alone.

Three implications follow for policymakers. First, teacher recruitment, pay, and professional
development, with particular attention to rural regions, should be treated as a core component of reform rather
than a supporting measure. Second, expansion targets should be accompanied by quality indicators, systematic
graduate tracking, and published monitoring data, so that reform is judged by outcomes rather than by capacity
alone. Third, financing models should combine diversified income with transparent equity safeguards.

This study has limitations. It relies on documentary and secondary evidence, several baseline indicators
date from 2011-2013, and some recent statistics come from media reports of official data. The interpretations
offered here are therefore analytical judgements rather than causal findings. Future research should use post-
2017 administrative data, regional comparisons, and surveys of teachers and employers.

CONCLUSION

This article examined the challenges and opportunities of education reform in Uzbekistan since 2017,
drawing on document analysis, a structured literature review, and comparative evidence from other post-
socialist and Central Asian systems. Its central conclusion is that the reform has been considerably more
effective in expanding access than in building the institutional and pedagogical capacity that quality requires.

Three findings support this conclusion. First, rapid enrolment growth and the diversification of
providers, including private and foreign institutions, have moved the system beyond its earlier elite structure
and opened real opportunities for wider participation and international cooperation. Second, quality has not
advanced at the same pace: the limited number of highly qualified teaching staff, weaker teacher qualifications
and digital resources in rural areas, and a narrow public financing base constrain the benefits of expansion.
Third, the alignment between graduate skills and labour-market needs remains uneven, so more graduates do
not automatically mean the right skills.

These findings suggest that the success of reform depends less on adopting new policies than on
implementing them consistently. Three priorities emerge. Teacher recruitment, remuneration, and professional
development, particularly in rural regions, should be treated as the core of reform. Expansion targets should
be paired with quality indicators, graduate tracking, and transparent monitoring, so that progress is judged by
outcomes. Financing models should combine diverse income sources with clear equity safeguards, so that
growth does not widen social and regional gaps.

The study contributes to the literature on education policy in Central Asia by linking expansion,
quality, and equity within one analytical framework and by showing that the main risk of the current reform
phase is an implementation gap rather than a policy gap. For policymakers, it offers a practical agenda that
may also be relevant to similar transition contexts.

These conclusions should be read in light of the study’s limitations. It relies on documentary and
secondary evidence, and several baseline indicators predate the reforms, so the findings describe tendencies
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rather than causal effects. Future research should draw on post-2017 administrative data, compare regions
within Uzbekistan, and collect primary evidence from teachers, students, and employers.

REFERENCES

1.

2.

10.

1.

12.

13.

Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research method. Qualitative Research
Journal, 9(2), 27-40. https://doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902027 (14 pp.)

Hanushek, E. A. (2011). The economic value of higher teacher quality. Economics of Education
Review, 30(3), 466—479. (14 pp.)

Heyneman, S. P. (2010). A comment on the changes in higher education in the former Soviet Union.
European Education, 42(1), 76-87. (12 pp.)

Ibrokhimova, Z. (2023). Internationalization of higher education in Uzbekistan: Focus on the state
education policy, 177-185. (9 pp.)

Khajieva, F., Hakimova, N. S., Qurbonova, G. R., Bakayeva, R. ., & Xamrayeva, D. B. (2024). The
relevance of ensuring that education meets global standards in the concept of “Education 2030”. In
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Humanities Education, Law, and Social Science
(Vol. 1, pp. 708=711). https://doi.org/10.5220/0013424200004654 (4 pp.)

Kun.uz. (2025, April 29). Uzbekistan sees considerable surge in international student enrollment.
https://kun.uz/en/news/2025/04/29/uzbekistan-sees-considerable-surge-in-international-student-
enrollment (1 p., veb-maqola)

Lijphart, A. (1971). Comparative politics and the comparative method. American Political Science
Review, 65(3), 682—693. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1955513 (12 pp.)

Ruziev, K., & Burkhanov, U. (2018). Uzbekistan: Higher education reforms and the changing
landscape since independence. In J. Huisman, A. Smolentseva, & I. Froumin (Eds.), 25 years of
transformations of higher education systems in post-Soviet countries: Reform and continuity (pp. 435—
459). Palgrave Macmillan. (25 pp.)

Snyder, H. (2019). Literature review as a research methodology: An overview and guidelines. Journal
of Business Research, 104,333-339. https://doi.org/10.1016/.jbusres.2019.07.039 (7 pp.)
Sultanova, M. (2025, May 29). Uzbekistan‘s university enrolment soars fivefold in 10 years. bne
IntelliNews.  https://www.intellinews.com/uzbekistan-s-university-enrolment-soars-fivefold-in-10-
years-383436/ (1 p., veb-magqola)

Trow, M. (2006). Reflections on the transition from elite to mass to universal access: Forms and phases
of higher education in modern societies since WWIL In J. J. F. Forest & P. G. Altbach (Eds.),
International handbook of higher education (Vol. 1, pp. 243-280). Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-4012-2_13 (38 pp.)

World Bank. (2014). Uzbekistan: Modernizing tertiary education (Report No. 88606-UZ).
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/27992 (137 pp.)

Resolution of the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan No. PP-2909 “On measures for the further
development of the higher education system” (April 20, 2017).

67
https://periodica.com


https://doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902027
https://doi.org/10.5220/0013424200004654
https://kun.uz/en/news/2025/04/29/uzbekistan-sees-considerable-surge-in-international-student-enrollment
https://kun.uz/en/news/2025/04/29/uzbekistan-sees-considerable-surge-in-international-student-enrollment
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1955513
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2019.07.039
https://www.intellinews.com/uzbekistan-s-university-enrolment-soars-fivefold-in-10-years-383436/
https://www.intellinews.com/uzbekistan-s-university-enrolment-soars-fivefold-in-10-years-383436/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-4012-2_13
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/27992

