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INTEGRATING 'SECULARISM AND FUNDAMENTALS
OF RELIGIOUS STUDIES' INTO THE MANDATORY CURRICULUM OF
SECONDARY EDUCATION IN ALMATY, KAZAKHSTAN: A CASE STUDY

This article addresses pertinent issues related to the study of religion, the training of specialists, and
the development of educational materials. The primary focus of the research lies in evaluating the imple-
mentation and impact of the subject "Secularity and Fundamentals of Religious Studies" within the edu-
cational system of Kazakhstan, with a specific emphasis on its execution in Almaty, a pivotal cultural and
commercial hub in the country. The purpose of the study is to comprehensively assess the implementa-
tion and impact of this subject in the education system, as well as identify possible improvements. The
authors emphasize the evaluation of the subject's perception, analysis of educational materials, and the
collection of proposals for its optimization. Tasks encompass understanding the objectives of the subject,
analyzing current educational materials, investigating students' opinions, determining teachers' needs,
and gathering suggestions for refining the educational course. The scholarly and practical significance of
the research lies in understanding the impact of the educational subject "Secularity and Fundamentals
of Religious Studies" on the formation of religious tolerance, prevention of the spread of destructive ide-
ologies, and the enhancement of religious literacy. The methodology involves surveys and discussions
with 63 secondary school teachers in Almaty. In conclusion, it can be noted that the introduction of the
subject “Secularism and the Fundamentals of Religious Studies” into the educational process helps to
increase religious literacy, develop religious tolerance and prevent radical ideology. The practical signifi-
cance of the research results offers valuable recommendations for improving the educational course and
underscores the issue of a shortage of experts in the field of religious education.

Key words: religious studies, religious education, secularism, Kazakhstan, tolerance.

Y. TyHratoBsa®, H. AabaxkaHoBa, A. YTe6aesa, T. lOApalues
OA-Papabu aTbiHAAFbl Kasak, yATTbIK YHMBepcuTeTi, KasakcraH, AAMaThl K.
“e-mail: tungatovaufan@gmail.com
«3aibIPABIABIK, XKOHE AiHTAHY Heri3Aepi» KypcbiH opTa 6iAim GepyAiH, MiHAETTI
O0aFAapAamacbiHa MHTerpaumsaay: Kasakcran, AAmarbl K. KeHci

ByA Makanaaa AiHTaHy, MaMaHAApP AdsipAQy XX8He OKYy MaTepuaAAApPbIH 83ipAeyre KaTbICTbl ©3€eKTi
MoCeAeAep KapacCTbIPbIAFAH. 3epTTey >KYMbICbIHbIH Heri3ri 6afbiTbl «3aMblPAbIAbIK, >KOHE AiHTaHy
Herizaepi» noHiHiH KasakcTaHHbIH GiAiM 6epy >KyneciHe eHrisiayi MeH HaTukeAepiH 6arasay, OHbIH
eAiMi3Aeri MaHbI3Abl MBAEHM XKOHE CayAd OpTaAblFbl AAMATblAQ iCKe acyblHa epekliue Ha3ap ayAapy.
3epTTeyAiH MakcaTbl — MOHHIH OKbITY >KYMECiHe Kipri3iAyiH >KaH-)XaKTbl 6araAay >KOHE OHbIH XKETIAAIPY
>KOAAQPbIH aHbIKTay. ABTOPAAP MBHAI OKYLIbIAAPAbIH, KAOblAAQYbIHA, OKY MaTepuaAAapbiH TaAAdyFa
>KBHE OHbl OHTaMAQHABIPY OOMbIHILA YCbIHBICTAP >KMHayFa Ha3ap ayAapaabl. 3epTTey MiHAeTTepiHe
MOHHIH, MakCcaTTapblH TYCIHYAl aHbIKTay, aFbIMAAFbl OKY MaTepuvaAAapblH TaAAdy, CTYAEHTTEPAIH,
nikipAepiH 3epTTey, MyFaAIMHIH KaXKeTTIAIKTepPiH aHbIKTay XoHe oKy 6arAapAaMacbiH XeTiAAIpy 60M-
bIHLIA YCbIHBICTAP >XMHAY KipeAi. 3epTTeyAiH FbIAbIMU-TEXIPUOEAIK MaHbI3ABIAbIFbI «3aibIPABIABIK,
J)KOHE AIHTaHy Heri3aepi» OKYy MOHiHIH AIHM TOAEPaAHTTbIAbIKTbI KAAbINTACTbIPYFa, AECTPYKTWMBTI
MAEOAOTUSIHBIH, TapaAyblHA XKOA BepMeyre XXeHe AiHM CayaTTbIAbIKTbl apTThIpyFa 8CepiH TYCIHYAE Xa-
ThIp. Makarasa AAMaTbl KaAACbIHbIH, XKaAMbl GiAiM GepeTiH MekTenTepiHiH 63 MyFaAiMiMeH XyprisiareH
cayaAHamaAap MeH nikipTaAacTapFa HerisAeAreH 9aAeyMeTTaHYAbIK, 9AiCTEMEAEPAIH KOPbITbIHABIAAPDI
KOAAQHbIAABL. KOPbITbIHAbIAAM KeAe «3aibIPAbIAbIK, XXOHE AIHTaHy Herisaepi» MoHiHiH 6iAiM 6epy
JKYMECIHAE OKbITBIAYbl >KAAMbl AIHM CAyaTTbIABIKTbIH >KOFApblAQyblHA, AiHWM TOAEPAHTTBIABIKTbI
AAMbITYFa, PaAMKaAAbl MAEOAOTUSIAAQPAbIH aAAbIH aAyFa bIKMAA EeTETIHAIM aHblkTaAabl. 3epTTey
HOTUXKEAEPiHIH MPaKTUKaAbIK CaAAapbl OKY 6arAapAaMachiH XKeTiAAIPY GoMblHLIA KYHAbI YCbIHbICTAP
6epeAi >XaHe AiHAI OKbITY CaAaCblHAAFbl MaMaHAAPAbIH, >KETiCNeyLiAiri MoceAeciH aTtan KepceTeai.

Tyitin ce3aep: AiHTaHy, AiHKM BiAIM, 3aMbipAbIAbIK, KasakcTaH, Te3iMAiAiK.
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Integrating 'secularism and fundamentals of religious studies' into the mandatory curriculum of ...
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‘e-mail: tungatovaujan@gmail.com
NuTerpaums kypca «CBeTCKOCTb MU OCHOBbI PEAMTMOBEAEHUS» B 00s13aTeAbHYIO
nporpammy cpeaHero obpasoBaHus: keic r. AAmarbl, KasaxcraH

B AaHHOI CTaTbe PaccMaTPMBAIOTCS aKTyaAbHbIE BOMPOChI, CBSI3aHHbIE C PEAUTMOBEAYECKMM 00pa3o-
BaHMEM, NMOATOTOBKOW CMELMAAMCTOB U pa3paboTKoi yuebHbIX Mocobuii no AaHHOMY HarpaBAeHuio. Oc-
HOBHOE BHMMaHME UCCAEAOBAHNS YAEASIETCS OLIEHKE BHEAPEHMS M BO3AENCTBMS npeameTta "CBeTCKOCTb
M OCHOBbI PEAMTMOBEAEHMS" B 00pa3oBaTeAbHyIO cucTeMy KasaxcraHa, ¢ (hOKYyCOM Ha ero peaAmsaumio
B ropoae AAMAaTbl — KAIOYEBOM KYAbTYPHOM M KOMMEPYECKOM LIEHTpe CTpaHbl. LleAblo nccaepaoBaHUS
SIBASIETCSI KOMIMAEKCHAs OLLIEHKa BHEAPEHMWSI M BO3AEMCTBUS AQHHOIO MPEAMETa B CUCTEMY 00pasoBaHms,
a TaK>Ke BbISIBAEHWME BO3MOXKHbIX YAYYLLIEHUI. ABTOPbI aKLEHTUPYIOT BHUMAHWE Ha OLEHKe BOCMPUSITUS
NpeAMeTa, aHaAM3e y4eOHbIX MaTEPUAAOB 1 COOPE MPEAAOXKEHMI MO €ro ONTUMM3aLMK. 3aAaun BKAIO-
YaloT B Ce6$1 BbIIBAEHME MOHUMAHMS LEAEN MPEAMETA, aHAAM3 aKTyaAbHbIX yYebHbIX MaTepuaAoB, UC-
CAEAOBaAHME MHEHMI YUYEHMKOB, OMPEAEAEHME MOTPEOHOCTEN NPENnoAaBaTEAEN, a Takxke cOop MpPeAAo-
>KEHMIA MO COBEPLUIEHCTBOBAHMIO y4eOHOro Kypca. HayuHas 1 npaktMyeckas 3HaYMMOCTb MCCAEAOBAHMS
3aKAIOYAETCs B MOHMMaHUM BO3AENCTBUS yuebHoro npeameta "CBeTCKOCTb M OCHOBbI PEAUTMOBEAEHMS"
Ha (POPMMPOBAHME PEAUTMO3HOM TOAEPAHTHOCTHM, MPEAOTBPALLEHME PACTPOCTPAHEHMS AECTPYKTUBHOM
MAEOAOTMI 1 MOBbILEHME PEAMIMO3HOM rPaMOTHOCTU. B AaHHOM cTaTbe GbIAM MCMOAb30BaHbI COLIMOAO-
rMYeCcKMe METOAbI, TakKMe Kak OMpoC M 0OMEH MHEHUSIMM C 63 NPenoAaBaTEASIMU CPEAHMUX LLKOA AAMATDI.
B 3aKkAIOUEHMM MOXKHO OTMETUTb YTO BHeapeHue npeameTa "CBeTCKOCTb M OCHOBbI PEAUTMOBEAEHMUS" B
00pa3oBaTeAbHbI MPOLECC, CMOCOOCTBYET MOBbILLEHMIO PEAMIMO3HOM FPAaMMOTHOCTM, Pa3BUTHIO PEAN-
rMO3HOM TOAEPAHTHOCTU U NMPOMUAAKTUKE PAaAMKAAbHOM MAEOAOTMU. [1paKkTUUecKoe 3HaUeHUe pe3yAb-
TaTOB MCCAEAOBAHMS MPEAOCTABASIET LIEHHbIE PEKOMEHAALIMU AASI YAYULLEHUS y4eBHOro Kypca u akTya-

AMN3NPYET npo6/\eMy HeXBaTKM 3KCMNepToB B obAactu npenoAaBaHns peAnurnn.
KaroueBble caoBa: peAnrnosepseHne, peAnrmo3Hoe o6pasoBaHme, CBEeTCKOCTb, Ka3aXCTaH, TOAE-

PAHTHOCTb.
Introduction

Following Kazakhstan's declaration of indepen-
dence in 1991, the nation grappled with a diverse de-
mographic landscape comprising over 130 distinct
ethnic groups and 42 religious affiliations (Laruelle,
2016). In response to this intricate social tapestry,
Busi and Accademico (2014) observed that the Ka-
zakh government embarked on a series of initiatives
to mitigate the potential for ethnic and religious
conflicts while fostering tolerance and mutual un-
derstanding within the country. One of these pivotal
measures was the introduction of Religious Studies
courses at the secondary school level. Nevertheless,
challenges persist, particularly in ensuring the qual-
ity of educational services. Despite an annual grant
increase for the Religious Studies major, the nation
still needs more qualified educators.

Consequently, Religious Studies and Religious
Education confront a formidable predicament in
modern times. The task of incorporating religion
into state policy demands engagement not only
from government officials but also from informed
religious leaders, civil society members, youth or-
ganizations, educators, journalists, and various
stakeholders (Zengin, 2017; Ohlsson, 2014; Kar-
tabayeva et.al 2015; Cornell, 2017; Bektenova et.al

2017; Yerekeshova, 2020). To address these issues
comprehensively, Kazakhstan adopted the Compre-
hensive Plan for implementing State Policy in the
Religious Sphere for 2021-2023 (Postanovleniye,
2020), structured around three primary priorities.
The first focuses on enhancing legislation and regu-
lating state interactions with religious associations,
the second emphasises the reinforcement of secular
principles in the nation's development, and the third
underscores the establishment of a robust system
to counteract religious extremism and the activities
of destructive religious movements. In the ongoing
battle against terrorism and religious extremism, a
fundamental role is played by nurturing citizens' re-
silience to pernicious religious ideologies.

The objective of this study is to assess whether
the instruction of the subject “Secularism and the
Fundamenttals of Religious Studies” in Almaty
aligns with the overarching goal of delivering high-
quality primary religious education within the sec-
ondary school system. The dynamic landscape of
Kazakhstan's multicultural and multifaith society
underscores the pressing need for effective reli-
gious education, rooted in principles of secularism
and tolerance, to promote social cohesion and pre-
vent potential conflicts (Smagulov, 2018; Bizhanov,
2019; Bishmanov and Orynbekov, 2021; Akbergen,
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2016; Knysh 2019). This study seeks to examine
the outcomes and effectiveness of this curriculum in
cultivating religious literacy, patience, and mutual
understanding among students, ultimately contrib-
uting to the broader mission of securing peace and
harmony in a diverse and pluralistic society (Bai-
tenova, 2021; Bishmanov, 2023; Tutinova, 2019;
Borbassova, 2018; Altaikyzy, 2022). By evaluating
the alignment of educational outcomes with policy
objectives, this research aims to offer insights that
can inform improvements in religious education and
promote the harmonious coexistence of diverse reli-
gious and cultural communities in Kazakhstan.

Justification of the choice of topic, goals and
objectives

The introduction of the course “Secularism and
Fundamentals of Religious Studies” in secondary
education stands as a critical contemporary issue,
notably influenced by the evolving landscape in
Kazakhstan during the late twentieth century that
saw a resurgence of religious practices. This resur-
gence has significantly impacted various facets of
public life, prominently permeating into the realm
of secular education, thereby magnifying the com-
plex intersection of 'education and religion.' This
confluence has sparked multifaceted debates within
society, spanning concerns such as the emulation
of religious practices among young individuals and
the infiltration of foreign, potentially destabilizing
ideologies into our cultural fabric. Addressing these
debates is pivotal for education, as it serves as the
cornerstone for nurturing individuals steeped in pa-
triotism and cultural reverence, shaping the youth of
a new Kazakhstan. Within the educational domain,
fostering the appropriate perspectives and motiva-
tions towards religion in the younger generation hing-
es upon the incorporation of religious studies within
both secondary and higher education systems. There-
fore, assessing and monitoring the quality and effica-
cy of religious programs and curricula play a pivotal
role in molding citizens of a secular state.

The integration of this course into the mandato-
ry secondary education curriculum presents students
with diverse opportunities:

— It enables a comprehensive grasp of funda-
mental concepts and issues concerning religion, fos-
tering a deeper understanding.

— Encourages the development of critical
thinking skills, empowering students to question,
analyze, and engage in informed discussions on
intricate religious topics. Exposure to various reli-

gions and empirical data supports this process.

— Facilitates the cultivation of civic responsi-
bility by promoting an understanding of secularism,
which in turn encourages active and conscientious
student involvement in shaping a democratic soci-
ety.

Presently, the study of religious education not
only provides insight into contemporary Kazakhstan
but also delineates the significance and status of re-
ligious education within our multiethnic, multicon-
fessional society. It serves as a means to anticipate
potential future shifts not only within the education-
al sphere but also across social, political, historical,
and other dimensions.

Literature review
History of teaching “Religious Studies” as a
subject in Kazakhstan

A significant contemporary challenge facing
Kazakhstan society revolves around the establish-
ment of a culture of religious tolerance. Balpanov,
Ismagambetova, and Karabaeva (2017) have cau-
tioned that a failure to take adequate precautions
could result in social consequences that hinder ur-
banization and jeopardize societal stability. In 2004,
in alignment with the Presidential Decree issued on
February 10, 2000, titled “On measures to prevent
and suppress manifestations of terrorism and ex-
tremism,” the elective subject “Fundamentals of Re-
ligious Studies” was introduced into the curriculum
for ninth-grade students in secondary schools (Ukaz
Prezidenta Respubliki Kazahstan, 2000). In 2009-
2010, this course became a compulsory elective,
spanning thirty-four hours throughout the academic
year. It is imperative to note that the elective course
“Fundamentals of Religious Studies” is a secular
discipline. The primary aim of this subject is to im-
part knowledge concerning the general principles
governing the formation and evolution of cultural
and religious processes. It seeks to elucidate the de-
velopment of global and national religions within
the context of their diversity and to nurture students'
spiritual and moral attributes. The textbook “Funda-
mentals of Religious Studies” has been authored by
renowned religious scholars, including G. Yessim,
A. Abuov, and E. Smagulov (2010). The Ministry of
Education and Science has articulated its vision for
this elective subject to serve as a means of enriching
the knowledge of the younger generation and pre-
paring them to thrive in a multicultural environment
by equipping them with essential insights into the
role of religion within society.
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Regrettably, the intended objectives of the elec-
tive course, “Fundamentals of Religious Studies,”
have not been fully realized due to recurring is-
sues, primarily the scarcity of qualified instructors
and suitable textbooks. Consequently, to address the
dearth of proficient educators, the responsibility for
teaching the “Fundamentals of Religious Studies”
course was entrusted to history teachers.

However, it's essential to recognize that each
of these subjects, Religious Studies and History, is
grounded in distinct domains of knowledge. Reli-
gious Studies, for instance, centers on the study of
religion itself, a profoundly intricate phenomenon.
Given that religion permeates various facets of so-
ciety and profoundly influences the historical de-
velopment of humanity, knowledgeable historians
are well positioned to contribute to this educational
endeavor. The inherent complexity and intricacies
of the subject are undeniable. Students are required
to grapple with the complexities of understanding
diverse world religions and their roles in a secular
world, aided by elements of Philosophy, Theology,
and History. These demands often create a clash of
perspectives, with some concepts proving irrecon-
cilable. At times, facts may appear ambiguous, com-
pelling the subject to navigate a middle ground or
seek a compromise while upholding objectivity and
impartiality.

Shvechikov (2009) asserted that crafting a cur-
riculum for this subject is a challenging task, often
rendering amendments and updates impractical.
Historians, who view history as a discipline focusing
on the societal laws of development, contend that it
primarily adheres to the materialistic nature of the
world. This perspective places precedence on eco-
nomic and societal factors over individual spiritual
aspects. Consequently, Shvechikov (2009) posited
that liberal historians hold views that diverge signif-
icantly from those of faith-based religious scholars.

In contrast, Kosichenko A.G. (2022) empha-
sized that religious studies are far from being a
lightweight subject. Mere descriptions fall short, as
this field demands comprehensive exploration and
sound logical explanations. Profound research, rath-
er than mere event descriptions and interpretations,
is essential, necessitating the expertise of highly
qualified religious scholars. The allocated time of
34 hours proves insufficient for the task.

Since 2016, the subject “Fundamentals of Re-
ligious Studies” has been succeeded by the course
“Secularism and Fundamentals of Religious Stud-
ies.” This curriculum is anticipated to play a piv-
otal role in preventing religious extremism driven

by ideological motivations and reinforcing the prin-
ciples of secularism. The program spans 34 hours
of lectures over the academic term, covering topics
such as “Secularism and the Secular State,” “Global
and Traditional Religions,” “Religions in Kazakh-
stan,” “Islamic Culture in Kazakhstan,” “Emerging
Religious Trends,” “Kazakhstan as a Hub of Interre-
ligious Harmony,” and “Extremism and Terrorism.”

Designing a Standardized Curriculum for
the 'Secularism and Fundamentals of Religious
Studies' Course at the Ninth-Grade Level in Ba-
sic Secondary Education

This section explores the development and sig-
nificance of a standardized curriculum for the 'Secu-
larism and Fundamentals of Religious Studies' course
at the ninth-grade level in basic secondary education
in Kazakhstan. The curriculum alignment with state
educational standards, its role in fostering sustainable
development and cultural values, its integration with
national policies, and its historical and philosophical
foundations are discussed. The section also delves
into the objectives of teaching this subject, its learn-
ing objectives, and its interdisciplinary approach. Ad-
ditionally, it presents the workload for grade 9 stu-
dents and the curriculum's potential to contribute to a
holistic education system.

The development and implementation of a
standardized curriculum are essential for maintain-
ing the quality and consistency of education in any
country. In Kazakhstan, the 'Secularism and Funda-
mentals of Religious Studies' curriculum for ninth-
grade students in basic secondary education was
meticulously crafted to align with state educational
standards (Mustafayeva, 2023). The curriculum
was developed in strict accordance with the state
compulsory standards of secondary education, en-
compassing primary, basic secondary, and general
secondary education levels. It received government
approval from the Republic of Kazakhstan on Au-
gust 23, 2012 (MES RK, 2013). This alignment re-
flects the commitment to maintaining high educa-
tional standards and ensuring that students receive a
comprehensive and standardized education.

The 'Secularism and Fundamentals of Reli-
gious Studies' course is not just another addition to
the curriculum; it holds a pivotal role in fostering
sustainable development and shaping the historical,
cultural, and spiritual values of modern society. As
a structural component of socio-humanitarian and
social science knowledge, it contributes to students'
understanding of the diverse aspects of our contem-
porary world.



U. Tungatovaet. al

Kazakhstan's contemporary policy is commit-
ted to fostering interethnic and interfaith respect and
tolerance among its diverse population (Bozym-
bekova, 2018). This curriculum plays a significant
role in achieving this policy objective by promoting
an integral system of spiritual and moral values. It
provides the foundation for a harmonious and re-
spectful coexistence of various ethnic and cultural
groups within the country.

The curriculum is deeply rooted in an under-
standing of the historical relationship between
religion and the state, culture, and civilization.
Drawing from centuries-old human experience
and spirituality, it equips students with valuable
knowledge about the complex interplay between
these elements. Moreover, it is heavily influenced
by the teachings and legacies of renowned Ka-
zakh philosophers, such as Al-Farabi, Khoja Ah-
met Yassaui, Abai, Ybyray, and Shakarim. These
philosophers' historical reasoning and practices
have left an indelible mark on the curriculum,
emphasizing the significant role of religion in the
history of the state and the holistic development
of the individual.

The primary purpose of teaching this subject is
multi-faceted:

- Instilling the principle of secularism as a
core value, highlighting its importance in ensuring
the stability of the state.

- Providing comprehensive knowledge about
freedom of conscience, the history and status of
world and traditional religions, as well as new and
potentially harmful religious movements.

- Educating students to reject extremist ideol-
ogies, terrorism, and religious radicalism while fos-
tering values of tolerance and a humanistic world-
view based on spiritual and moral principles.

The curriculum sets specific learning objectives
for students, including;:

— Equipping students with systematic knowl-
edge about the meaning of religion, its history, and
its role in society.

— Shaping an understanding of secularism as
the foundation of statehood and independence, en-
hancing students' knowledge in this direction.

— Developing the ability to compare the foun-
dations of religious consciousness, belief, knowl-
edge, and education.

— Explaining the significance of worldviews
and the cultural and moral aspects of religions.

—  Cultivating skills to respect freedom of con-
science and maintain a secular attitude toward con-
temporary religious trends.

— Demonstrating the interethnic and interfaith
harmony of Kazakhstan within the context of secu-
larism, and fostering civic maturity and responsibil-
ity.

— Explaining the dangers of ideologies asso-
ciated with religious radicalism and extremism for
national security, secular principles, and social sta-
bility.

— Developing students' cultural and analytical
skills, enabling them to critically analyze and evalu-
ate materials from religious literature, electronic re-
sources, and mass media.

— Emphasizing the importance of legal litera-
cy in public life and instilling a desire to continually
improve it, along with a respect for human rights
and the freedoms of the citizens of the Republic of
Kazakhstan (Kenzhetaev et.al, 2016).

The curriculum promotes an interdisciplinary
approach by establishing principles of continuity
and communication with subjects such as history,
sociology, literature, art, and the course on Abai-
tanu. This approach ensures that students receive a
holistic and well-rounded education, with the vari-
ous subject areas complementing and reinforcing
each other. For grade 9 students, the curriculum
prescribes one hour per week, totaling 34 hours
per academic year. This allocation is designed to
balance the curriculum with other subjects while
ensuring that students receive comprehensive in-
struction.

The 'Secularism and Fundamentals of Religious
Studies' curriculum for ninth-grade students in ba-
sic secondary education in Kazakhstan is a meticu-
lously designed educational program. It aligns with
state standards, serves as a crucial component in
shaping cultural and spiritual values, and contrib-
utes to Kazakhstan's contemporary policy of fos-
tering interethnic and interfaith respect and toler-
ance. Its historical and philosophical foundations,
purpose, and learning objectives aim to prepare
students for the complexities of the modern world
while instilling values of tolerance, secularism,
and civic responsibility. Through its interdisciplin-
ary approach and balanced workload, it integrates
seamlessly with the broader education system, en-
suring that students receive a comprehensive and
standardized education.
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Table 1. Calendar and Thematic Plan of the Subject

\

Number of hours: total 34 hours per week — 1 hour ((Kenzhetayev et.al, 2016)

Lesson Lesson Theme Hour
No.
1 Introduction: the course subject “Secularism and the Fundaments of Religious Studies” 1
2 Secularism and the secular state: definition, meaning and character 1
3 Secular state and religion 1
4 Principles of secularism in the education system 1
5 The meaning of religion, its definition, social purpose, genesis, classification. Structure and functions of 1
religion.
6 Formation and development of the science of religion: religious studies. Basic religious concepts. 1
7 Forms of ancient beliefs and national religions. Religions in Ancient Egypt, Greece, Rome. 1
8 Hinduism. Confucianism. Taoism. Shinto. Judaism. 1
9 The Tanakh and the Talmud. Deity. The role of the deity in the ancient Turkic worldview 1
10 Buddhism: fundamentals of teaching, history, practice (experience) and regions of distribution. The main 1
directions of Buddhism
11 Christianity: fundamentals of doctrine, history, practice (experience) and regions of distribution 1
12 Jesus Christ and the Gospel. 1
13 The main directions of Christianity (Orthodoxy, Catholicism, Protestantism). 1
14 Christianity in the modern world. 1
15 Islam: fundamentals of the creed, history, practice (experience) and regions of distribution. 1
16 The Prophet Muhammad. Sacred book is the Quran. 1
17 Trends in Islam. Basic schools of Muslim law (mazhabs) 1
18 The historical conditions of the spread and establishment in Kazakhstan of the Hanafi theological and legal
school. Its connection with the national culture. 1
19 Schools of Sufism. Islam, science and culture. 1
20 Spread of Islam in Kazakhstan. 1
21 The role of Islam in the formation and development of the Kazakh statehood. 1
22 Islam in the XX century and in modern Kazakhstan. Dissemination of Hanafi legal norms and practices in 1
Kazakhstan.
23 Spread of Christianity in Kazakhstan. 1
24 The Orthodox Church in Kazakhstan. Culture of Christianity in Kazakhstan 1
25 Culture of Islam in Kazakhstan. Islamic architectural and monumental art in Kazakhstan. Monuments of
Islamic manuscript culture. 1
26 Philosophical, educational and religious views of al-Farabi, Zhusup Balasaguni, Mahmud Kashgari, Ahmed
Ieguniki, Husam al-Din Signaki. 1
27 Theologians of the XIX-XX centuries. Spiritual heritage of Abai and Shakarim 1
28 Doctrine, forms and features of new religious movements. Dilemma of new religious movements and tradi- 1
tional religious systems: cognitive, psychological and everyday contradictions
29 The symptoms and effects of activities of destructive movements. 1
30 The symptoms and effects of activities of destructive movements. Prohibited religious associations. Reli- 1
gious extremism and terrorism: definition, signs and consequences. Terrorism is foreign to religion. Danger
of religious extremism and terrorism to national security.
31 Kazakhstan is a country of interreligious peace and harmony. Religious legislation of the Republic of Ka-
zakhstan. Secularism is the platform of the state system and national security 1
32 The concept of freedom of religious belief 1
33 Platform for interreligious harmony and dialogue in modern Kazakhstan 1
34 Policy of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan Nursultan Nazarbayev on establishment of interreli- 1
gious dialogue, peace and harmony in Kazakhstan and the world community
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Scientific research methodology and findings

In this section, we outline the methodology
employed in this study and present the key find-
ings. The primary method of data collection centers
around a survey aimed at evaluating the extent to
which methodological materials align with students'
perceptions of the subject's goals and objectives.
Additionally, the study seeks to identify areas for
potential enhancements in the educational process,
explore pertinent subject matter, and gauge students'
and their parents' perspectives on the subject. In pur-
suit of the study's objectives, the following primary
tasks were addressed:

- Assessing respondents' understanding of
the subject's goals and objectives.

- Identifying the most pertinent subject mat-
ter.

- Analyzing the respondents' opinions regard-
ing students' perceptions of the subject.

- Ascertaining teachers' requirements for
supplementary materials.

- Evaluating the respondents' suggestions for
enhancing the subject's development.

To conduct the sociological research, a formal-
ized questionnaire was administered to teachers. The
study focused on educators in Almaty teaching the
subject “Secularism and Fundamentals of Religious
Studies.” The core subject of examination pertained
to the respondents' perceptions of this subject. The
research encompassed questionnaire-based surveys
and group discussions. The sample size comprised

education of Patriotic feelings
expanding the worldview
education of humanity and humanistic values

63 participants representing diverse secondary
schools in Almaty.

Results and discussion

1. Teachers' Perception of Subject Goals and
Objectives in Religious Studies

Teachers' understanding of the goals and objec-
tives of a subject plays a pivotal role in shaping the
direction and outcome of the learning process. In the
context of religious studies, this perception is a cru-
cial determinant of the educational journey's success.

A survey was conducted to gain insights into the
primary goals and objectives of teaching religious
studies. The results reveal that 33% of respondents
consider the “formation of religious tolerance” as a
fundamental objective. Nearly a third of secondary
school teachers (29%) emphasized the importance
of "preventing youth involvement in destructive re-
ligious associations.” “Familiarizing students with
world religions and their history” garnered 24% of
the votes, while “religious literacy” received 20%
support. “Cultivating spirituality and morality” was
chosen by 17% of respondents. A smaller percent-
age (13%) saw the “Formation of secularism and a
scientific approach to religion” as relevant. Addi-
tionally, 11% of respondents highlighted the goals
of “Nurturing humanity and humanistic values” and
“Expanding students' worldviews.”

Notably, the objective of “Fostering patriotic
spirit” lagged significantly behind other goals and
objectives, with only 5% support (Figure 1).

S
EE——
I

formation of secularism and scientific approach to... e ——— 3

education of spirituality and morality
religious literacy
teaching world religions/history of world religions

I | 7
I ) O
I ) /]

preventing the involvement of young people in... HE - O

formation of tolerance to different religions

LI

Fig.1. Definition of the purpose and task of teaching Religious Studies
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2. Preferred Teaching Materials in Practice

The study's findings underscore a clear preference
among the vast majority of respondents for the textbook
“Secularism and Fundamentals of Religious Studies”
by Kenzhetaev D., with a substantial 93.5% selecting it
as their primary teaching resource. In contrast, a more
limited 15% of the teachers opt for supplementary in-

structional material in the form of “Fundamentals of
Religious Studies” by Yessim G. A modest 6.5% of
teachers incorporate the latter resource into their teach-
ing methods (see Figure 2). These results reflect the
overwhelming popularity of the textbook authored by
Kenzhetayev D. among educators, underlining its cen-
tral role in religious studies instruction.

Textbook used

100
90
80
70

60

20 [3BHAUEHUE]
IO 0/0

" —)

Garifolla Yessim. 'Basics of Religious

Studies'

[3HAYEHME]

o,
(]

Dosai Kenzhetayev. 'Secularity and Basics
of Religious Studies'

Fig.2. Preferences in choosing a textbook as the main methodological material

3. Public Discourse on Secularism in Kazakhstan

According to Messina et al. (2017), Kazakh-
stan has been a backdrop for fervent academic
and public discussions surrounding the essence
of a secular state. A significant development took
place during the 2017/2018 academic year when
the subject was officially titled “Secularism and
Fundamentals of Religious Studies.” The signifi-
cance of highlighting secularism in education was

confirmed through a survey, where an overwhelm-
ing 92.1% of respondents expressed a strong affir-
mative stance on the matter (refer to Figure 3). A
minor fraction of respondents, comprising 7.9%,
offered a contrary perspective. This overwhelm-
ing consensus underlines the critical importance
of emphasizing secularism in both the state and
the education of the youth, fostering a spirit of
tolerance.

Yes

Fig.3. Emphasis on Secularism in Education — Survey Results
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4. Challenges in Addressing Student Inquiries

In the survey, respondents were tasked with
identifying questions frequently posed by students,
which they find challenging to address. The results
revealed that a substantial portion of teachers (40%)
did not encounter such difficulties, making diligent
efforts to respond to students' queries to the best of
their knowledge.

Around a third of the teachers (26%) expressed
difficulty in addressing questions related to terrorism
and destructive trends. For 11% of the respondents,
questions pertaining to the intricacies and nuances

of various world religions posed challenges. In ad-
dition, 7% of the respondents found it challenging
to respond to inquiries about the current religious
landscape and emerging trends.

Providing information about myths proved to
be a hurdle for 6% of respondents, while 4% en-
countered difficulties when offering personal value
judgments. In relatively rare cases, questions con-
cerning the origins of humanity and the provision
of evidence for the existence of God posed chal-
lenges in providing explanations to students (refer to
Figure 4).

Questions that cause difficulties in answering

Proof of God's presence wm= 3

Human origin wees 3
Personal assessment w4
Myths

Modern religious situation

—— G
— 7
Features of world religions

Terrorism

I | ]

e ————— ) (

NO /e 4 )

15 20 25 30 35 40 45

Fig. 4. Questions that caused difficulties in answering during the lesson

Recommendations

Public organizations are encouraged to champion
the idea of revising the textbook “Secularism and
Fundamentals of Religious Studies” and securing its
mandatory endorsement by the Coordination Council
for the forthcoming targeted program, “Formation of
Attitudes of Tolerant Consciousness and Prevention
of Extremism in Kazakhstani Society.”

Furthermore, it is imperative to transition discus-
sions regarding teachers' hourly compensation and
the maximum educational workload from pro-
fessional spheres to the public domain. Engaging
public organizations and representatives from the
academic community in the following dialogues is
recommended:

An exploration of the philosophical underpin-
nings within Kazakhstan's educational system, their
prevalence, and the approach to address them.

The establishment of a Council focused on the
humanistic aspects of the educational process under
the purview of the Ministry of Education, comprising

individuals from academic institutions, teachers,
and representatives of public organizations.

An intensified collaborative effort between
human rights and religious organizations to address
the preamble of the Law governing the activities of
religious organizations and religious associations.

By addressing these crucial matters and fostering
open dialogue, Kazakhstan can continue to advance
its educational and social objectives in a progressive
and inclusive manner.

Conclusion

The subject's overarching goals encompass the
“Formation of religious tolerance,” “Prevention of youth
involvement in destructive religious associations,”
“Familiarization with world religions and their history,”
and the cultivation of “Religious literacy.” The primary
textbook, “Secularism and Fundamentals of Religious
Studies” authored by Kenzhetayev D., is predominantly
used, occasionally complemented by “Fundamentals of
Religious Studies” by G. Yessim.
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Notably, the subject underscores the significance
of secularism, a theme that has received substantial
emphasis. Feedback from students, parents, and
teachers is overwhelmingly positive, with students
demonstrating increased awareness of world
religions and an eagerness for additional resources
as the course progresses.

Nonetheless, the shortage of subject experts
remains a pressing challenge, warranting attention

and solutions in the ongoing development of this
critical educational subject.
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