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#JN¦z³­Ä«T 

This Helpdesk Answer explores the nature and prevalence of corruption and 

anti-corruption safeguards in the education systems in the Central Asia region. It 

limits its scope to the five countries typically considered to be part of the region1 ï 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan ï and focuses on 

secondary and tertiary education, instead of primary level.  

The existence of corruption in the education systems of Central Asian countries has 

been in part shaped by common legacies deriving from the former Soviet Union.2 

Huisman et al. (2018: 16) describe how the admissions process for tertiary education 

during the Soviet period was restrictive and applicants could take admission exams at 

only one institution at a time, which created opportunities for corruption and 

restricted equitable access. Driven by the limited number of places, officials would 

reportedly sometimes influence the process to favour certain applicants (ȦɑɎɛɆɓɔɈ 

2021: 6-7). While most Central Asian countries have since reformed and broadened 

their admission processes, Turkmenistanôs reportedly remains restrictive (Huisman 

et al. 2018: 16).  

Describing Kyrgyzstanôs secondary education system, Akmatjanova et al. (2014: 5-6) 

describe how, during the Soviet era, most education costs were subsidised by 

centralised funding. Following the dissolution of the union, parents were increasingly 

expected to cover some costs (such as textbooks and school equipment) through 

ostensibly voluntary contributions towards informal school support funds, which 

Akmatjanova et al. (2014: 6) argue are inherently vulnerable to abuse and corruption.  

However, the current funding and governance models across the five countries are 

more heterogenous. Eckel (2021: 5) emphasises that universities in the ñformer 

Soviet states have evolved in different ways and at different pacesò since the unionôs 

dissolution, pointing out that some remain under strong government influence in 

terms of their agenda while others have more autonomy. Similarly, they are subject to 

different funding models. For example, in Tajikistan, tertiary education institutions 

 

1 For example, the Regional Anti-Corruption Platform for Central Asia ï a UN-facilitated hub for anti-

corruption practitioners ï consists of these five countries.  

2 All five Central Asian countries declared themselves independent upon the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union in 1991. Since then, their historical trajectories have differed markedly. For example, Batsaikhan 

and Dabrowski (2017) state that Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have transitioned towards market economies 

at a faster rate than the other three countries. In terms of governance, Nurdilda (2025) describes how 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan have all experienced democratisation at varying rates in recent 

years, yet authoritarianism has remained largely entrenched in Tajikistan and Turkmenistan. 

https://www.unodc.org/corruption/en/uncac/ac-hubs-and-platforms/central-asia-platform.html


$­³³Ä° ­«  « ´XN­«TJ³É J«T ºX³ J³É XTÄNJ ­«  « $X«º³JӃ  ´ J ӄ 

 

 

are mostly funded by state budgets, whereas in Uzbekistan they are largely self-

funded through tuition fees (UNESCO Office in Almaty 2021: 5). 

Furthermore, Ambasz et al. (2023: 7) state that all Central Asian countries have 

generally expanded participation rates in higher education institutions. As part of 

this, a large number of private tertiary level institutions were established in Central 

Asia during the transition period (Ambasz et al. 2023: 7). On the basis of interviews 

carried out with key stakeholders working across public and private universities, they 

found that most continue to report issues such as non-transparent funding processes 

and excessive bureaucracy (Ambasz et al. 2023: 20). 

.ª°JNº´ ­ZN­³³Ä°º ­«  « º|X XTÄNJº ­« ´XNº­³ 

Hallak and Poisson (2002: 17) provide the following definition of corruption in 

education: ñthe systematic use of public office for private benefit whose impact is 

significant on access, quality or equity in educationò. Their definition stresses the 

multidimensional impacts that corruption in the sector can trigger.  

In the same vein, Albisu Ardig· and Ch°ne (2017) describe how corruption 

ñundermines the quality and availability of education services by distorting access to 

educationò. They give the example that when resources allocated for education needs 

are embezzled, this can trigger budget cuts and result in fewer teachers and larger 

class sizes. This restricts access and reduces quality of learning. Furthermore, if 

corruption undermines the academic integrity of tertiary institutions, it can 

contribute to a ñbrain drainò and lead prospective skilled professionals to emigrate, 

while underqualified graduates occupy important positions in the economy and 

public administration (Albisu Ardig· and Ch°ne 2017).  

While there appear to be few attempts to quantify the impacts or costs of corruption 

in education across the region, the negative consequences of corruption generally are 

well recognised within the literature.  

In terms of equitable access, the UNESCO Office in Almaty (2021) has compared 

higher education completion rates across four of the countries in the region (see 

Figure 1). This suggests Uzbekistan and Tajikistan have overall lower rates and more 

persistent inequality, especially based on socio-economic status and the urban/rural 

divide.  
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 ´ J« N­Ä«º³ X´3  

?­Ä³NXŷ C6(?$8 8iNX  «  ӃªJºÉ ǏǍǏǎ 

Corruption can undermine efforts to improve access. As BTI (2024) notes in the case 

of Tajikistan that, while in theory education opportunities are equally open to all, in 

practice access to higher education is limited by the frequent demands to pay illicit 

fees to be admitted or pass examinations. According to Asanalieva and Asanbaeva 

(2022: 46), in some rural regions of Kyrgyzstan, women and girls already have 

limited access to full secondary and higher education. Such trends can be exacerbated 

by forms of corruption that limit the availability of resources and may lead families to 

choose to prioritise the education of boys. This phenomenon is likely to exist in other 

Central Asian countries, such as, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan where available statistics 

indicate that girls are already disproportionally less likely to complete higher 

education (see Figure 1). 

Corruption also has an impact on the quality of education across the region, which in 

turn undermines economic development and other national aspirations. According to 

the UNESCO Office in Almaty (2021), tertiary education is seen by governments as 

crucial for the development of Central Asian economies, which aim to diversify away 

from a reliance on natural resources. Similarly, Ambasz et al. (2023: 18) state there is 

a general recognition that education is important to underpin economic growth, but 

there are shortages of skilled workers. They explain the role corruption plays in this 

context, arguing that it hinders the modernisation of university management systems 

and institutional performance (Ambasz et al. 2023: 20). Further, Central Asian 

 
3 For this UNESCO Office in Almaty report, data from Turkmenistan was not included.  
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universities generally perform poorly on global research efficiency indicators, 

indicating that their full potential for promoting innovation in the national economy 

is not realised (Ambasz et al. 2023: 19).  

A World Bank report (2014) on Tajikistan explains that if a student obtains an 

undeserved qualification through corruption, it has a negative impact on workplace 

efficiency, given that actual ñskills do not match qualificationsò. Similarly, Trilling 

(2011) cites a local expert who notes that corruption in tertiary education in 

Tajikistan leads to a lack of qualified experts in almost every field. According to 

Grzegorczyk (2025), higher quality schooling in the region can yield manifold 

development impacts such as reducing unemployment and curbing youth migration 

to neighbouring countries such as Russia and enhance the mobility of marginalised 

groups, such as girls living in areas where conservative social norms persist.  

Central Asian governments generally recognise the transformative potential of 

education, as demonstrated by relatively high investment levels in the sector. With 

the exception of Turkmenistan, all countries spend more on education as a 

percentage of total GDP than the Europe & Central Asia average (see Table 1).4  

AJMӃX ǎŷN­ª°J³ ´­« ­Z z­ÆX³«ªX«º XÈ°X«T ºÄ³X ­« XTÄNJ ­« Ǝӆ ­Z +&;Ə JN³­´´ º|X
$X«º³JӃ  ´ J« ³Xz ­« 

$­Ä«º³É +­ÆX³«ªX«º XÈ°X«T ºÄ³X ­«
XTÄNJ ­«ŵ º­ºJӃ Ǝӆ ­Z +&;Ə 

5­´º ³XNX«º
ÉXJ³TJºJ  ´
JÆJ ӃJMӃX 

1JÊJ¦|´ºJ« ǑŸǒӆ ǏǍǏǏ 

1É³zÉÊ´ºJ« ӄŸӅӆ ǏǍǏǐ 

AJ¤ ¦ ´ºJ« ǒŸӅӆ ǏǍǏǐ 

AÄ³¦ªX« ´ºJ« ǏŸǔӆ ǏǍǏǐ 

CÊMX¦ ´ºJ« ǒŸǒӆ ǏǍǏǐ 

(Ä³­°X Ɲ $X«º³JӃ  ´ JJÆX³JzX ǑŸǒӆ ǏǍǏǏ 

?­Ä³NXŷƎF­³ӃT #J«¦«ŸTŸƏ 

Corruption amounts to a waste or loss of the resources allocated to education and 

thus undermines investment in the sector. Furthermore, corruption reduces domestic 

revenue mobilisation, reducing the total quantity of funds available to a government 

 
4 As this estimated level of expenditure is determined by the level of GDP in the national economy, a 

higher percentage in one country compared to another may nevertheless still be insufficient to meet the 

education needs of the entire population. 
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to spend on education. Effective measures to curb corruption have the potential, 

therefore, to ensure that a greater proportion of funds allocated to education actually 

materialise and are used for their intended purpose. In fact, anti-corruption efforts 

can even result in more funding becoming available for investment in sectors like 

healthcare and education. For example, the Kazakh Ministry of Education claimed it 

had constructed 43 schools and created over 50,000 school places in 2023 using 

funds confiscated from the countryôs general crackdown on public officials for 

corruption offences (CentralAsia.news 2024).  
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(ÈºX«º J«T Z­³ª´­Z
N­³³Ä°º ­« 

This section gives an overview of different sources and evidence attesting to the 

manifestation of corruption in secondary and higher education in Central Asia.  

&JºJJÆJ ӃJM Ӄ ºÉ 

Conducting research on corruption in general in Central Asia is difficult due to the 

political climate and autocratic nature of some of the regimes. Rickleton (2022) 

describes the low levels of press freedom in the region, where reporting on corruption 

implicating national elites is often viewed as crossing a ñred lineò. In Freedom 

Houseôs 2025 Freedom in the World report, which measures the national level of civil 

liberties and political rights, all five Central Asian countries were classified as ñnot 

freeò (Freedom House 2025; The Times of Central Asia 2025).  

Therefore, academic literature on corruption in the sector in the region remains 

underdeveloped, although there has been increasing attention in recent years. 

Jonbekova (2018: 1) states that in Central Asian universities the general topic of 

corruption has often been regarded as politically sensitive, impeding research on it. 

Another expert concluded that ñ[s]cientific research on corruption in Central Asian 

higher education [was] limited, but existing studies and testimonies indicate that 

countries in the area have had problems with principals, professors and other staff 

accepting bribes in exchange for admission and higher gradesò (Lund University 2020).  

Indeed, national stakeholders may withhold data from the public. For example, the 

OECD (2020: 354) relates how its monitoring team was informed by the Kazakh 

government that a full-scale study on corruption risks in the education sector had 

been conducted, but the study was not shared with them nor made public. The OECD 

(2020: 354) criticised the ñsecretive approachò taken by the Kazakh education 

authorities in disclosing data on corruption.  

However, government stakeholders in the Central Asian countries have, to some 

extent, acknowledged the existence of corruption in their education systems. This has 

taken the form of public announcements by anti-corruption and education 

authorities detailing uncovered corruption incidents or schemes in the sector, and 

some governments also collect and report data, albeit often at a higher, aggregate 

level. For example, in 2023, the Tajikistan anti-corruption authorities identified a 

total of 2,155 cases of corruption and other forms of economic crime occurring within 
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state and affiliated bodies, leading to losses of 247 million somonis (almost US$27 

million). Within this, the single body which incurred the greatest loss was the 

Ministry of Education, equating to more than 30 million somonis (approximately 

US$3.1 million) (AsiaPlus 2023). In another survey of 1,200 students, parents and 

teachers, coordinated under the supervision of Tajik authorities, 40% of respondents 

stated they had observed corruption in an educational institution in their region 

(AsiaPlus 2024).  

*­³ª´ ­Z N­³³Ä°º ­« 

In terms of forms of corruption, Poisson (2010: 1) describes how both grand, large-

scale corruption as well as petty corruption can occur in the sector. Albisu Ardig· and 

Ch°ne (2017:3) describe how such manifestations of corruption can occur at virtually 

all stages of the education delivery chain, from decision-making on education policies 

and the management of organisational resources (including personnel, supplies and 

budget allocated for educational purposes) to the point of interacting with and 

delivering education services to users, such as students and their guardians (see 

Figure 2). These three stages attest to the fact that not only frontline actors (such as 

teachers and lecturers) engage in corruption but also civil servants within state 

education bodies and even high-ranking political figures. For example, in 

Kazakhstan, high-ranking officials and/or their relatives reportedly have ownership 

stakes in the majority of tertiary educational institutions, creating stark conflict of 

interest risks; for example, a former education minister held ownership shares in a 

private university while his daughter acted as the head of Kazakhstanôs accreditation 

agency (Radio Azattyk 2021).  

Nevertheless, given the aforementioned sensitivity and data availability issues, it can 

be difficult to locate concrete evidence of corruption schemes in the education 

policymaking stage that implicates high-level officials across Central Asian countries. 

For example, Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow, the former president of Turkmenistan, 
detained a former deputy minister of education for large-scale corruption, but few 

details were published about the accusations against him (ȻɖɔɓɎɐɆ ȸəɖɐɒɋɓɎɗɘɆɓɆ 

2020); given that Berdimuhamedow is widely considered to have led an authoritarian 

regime, there is also a possibility the accusations were politically motivated. 

Therefore, while most of the evidence presented below pertains to the organisational 

resources and service delivery stages, it should be acknowledged that acute 

corruption risks also likely exist at higher stages of the education service delivery 

chain in some countries within the region. 
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The remainder of this section is divided into subsections covering a selection of forms 

of corruption which ï from a review of the literature ï appear to constitute key risks 

across the region. Nevertheless, the selection of forms and the country examples given 

for each of them should not be considered exhaustive, but rather illustrative in nature.  

#³ MX³É 

Bribery in the education sector can occur in multiple ways, often overlapping with 

other forms of corruption. For example, Albisu Ardig· and Ch°ne (2017:6) describe 

how, at the service delivery level, corruption often takes the form of bribery and 

extortion, where parents and students are asked to make payments to access 

education services that are supposed to be free of charge. Across the Central Asian 

countries, numerous media reports and studies indicate that bribery constitutes a key 

risk in the education sector as bribes are paid in return for a wide range of acts in 

ways that implicate multiple levels of the public administration.  

The number of people who reported first or second-hand experience of paying a bribe 

in public education institutions ranged from between 13% and 45% of respondents to 

the 2016 Global Corruption Barometer, the most recent available cross-country data. 

The figures varied according to the level of education and country, with Tajikistanôs 

tertiary education institutions recording the highest rates of reported bribery as of 

2016 (see Table 2). 

AJMӃX Ǐŷ+Ӄ­MJӃ $­³³Ä° ­« #J³­ªXºX³ ǏǍǎӄŷ °X³NX«ºJzX ­Z °X­°ӃX Ç|­ zJÆX J
°­´  ÆX ³X´°­«´X º­ º|X ²ÄX´ ­«ż|JÆX É­Ä ­³ J«­º|X³ ªXªMX³ ­Z É­Ä³ |­Ä´X|­ӃT
°J T J M³ MX º­ J«É ­«X ­Z X z|º °ÄMӃ N ´X³Æ NX´  « º|X °J´º ǎǏ ª­«º|´ųŽ5 

$­Ä«º³É ;ÄMӃ N XTÄNJ ­«
Ǝ°³ ªJ³É ­³
´XN­«TJ³ÉƏ 

;ÄMӃ N XTÄNJ ­«
ƎºX³ J³ÉƏ 

1JÊJ¦|´ºJ« мт҈ но҈ 

1É³zÉÊ´ºJ« мо҈ но҈ 

AJ¤ ¦ ´ºJ« нс҈ пр҈ 

CÊMX¦ ´ºJ« мп҈ мс҈ 

?­Ä³NXŷ A³J«´°J³X«NÉ .«ºX³«J ­«JӃ ǏǍǎӄ 

 
5 Data is not available for Turkmenistan which did not participate in the Global Corruption Barometer 

2016. 
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High-level political actors can be complicit in bribery offences. In 2022, the former 

education minister Almaz Beishenaliev was charged with taking multiple bribes 

totalling US$110,000 in exchange for arranging foreign studentsô admission to 

universities in Kyrgyzstan (Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty 2022). In 2024, a 

court convicted Beishenaliev, handing down a fine of 1.5 million soms (approximately 

US$17,000) (24kg 2024).  

It may occur more directly at the level of schools and universities. In one case, heads 

of two Kyrgyz universities reportedly demanded students pay up to US$900 to 

receive approval to study abroad in Chinese institutions (Dzhumashova 2023). In 

2023, a school director in Bishkek was arrested for accepting a bribe of 5,000 soms 

(US$57) to approve the transfer of a child to her school (Daryo 2023a). Bussen (2017) 

concluded that bribery in secondary schools in Kyrgyzstan occurred in part as a 

response to teachersô low salaries but is also enabled by the general lack of oversight 

of teachers.  

The offering of bribes by (prospective) students may be motivated as a cost-saving 

measure. Trilling (2011) interviewed a student who applied to a university in 

Dushanbe, Tajikistan. The student reported having paid a US$100 bribe to a 

university dean who facilitated his entrance to the university on a government funded 

scholarship, which allowed him to avoid paying the tuition fee of US$600 per year. 

Trilling (2011) states that the size of the bribe paid varied according to the perceived 

prestige of the programme, with higher values expected for law or economics studies.  

In other cases, bribery occurs at the administrative level in a manner that might not 

directly affect service users. For example, in Kazakhstan, a school director gave a bribe 

to officials from an educational services licensing department to obtain a licence for her 

school; the director and officials were later both convicted (ȾɋɒɖɆɘɔɈ 2025).  

Bribes may also facilitate wider impunity in the sector. In 2020 in Turkmenistan, the 

former deputy education minister Merdan Govshudov was convicted of accepting 

bribes from the Ashgabat head of the education department to protect the corrupt 

practices of the latter from being exposed (Acca 2020b). In Ala-Buka, Kyrgyzstan, the 

prosecutor generalôs office launched an investigation into the local education 

department, which was suspected of extorting and collecting bribes from school 

directors in return for issuing them with positive inspection reports (Kabar 2024b). 

The UNODC (n.d.) distinguishes bribery from extortion, saying that under the 

former, the party which receives the bribe typically performs an act in favour of the 

party that gives the bribe. In contrast, under the latter, the receiver threatens to cause 

harm to the extorted party unless they provide a payment.  

In many cases across the region, what looks like bribery may actually constitute 

responses to extortion. For example, in one school in Turkmenistan, there were 
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reports of teachers threatening to give students a poor grade for their exams if they 

refused to give them a bribe (Azatlyk Radiosy 2023a).  

In another report from Mary, Turkmenistan, some parents complained about 

teachers demanding payments and other favours from students ahead of graduation 

exams, making them fear repercussions if they did not comply (Radio Free Europe / 

Radio Liberty 2023). However, some parents also noted that bribery can also occur 

on the initiative of wealthy parents who offer gifts and cash to influence the grades 

awarded to their children (Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty 2023).  

In a similar vein, in a survey conducted by the Uzbek anti-corruption agency between 

2023 and 2024 at 16 universities, 76.7% of respondents (including students, lecturers 

and administration employees) expressed their belief that the leading cause of 

bribery in universities was the students in comparison to 34.3% who believed it was 

the lecturers (UZ-Daily 2024). 

Bribes can also be distinguished from ñinformal feesò which may appear to be 

legitimate, for instance, to fund shortfalls in educational materials that are nominally 

covered by state budgets, but in practice the collected funds can be used in an opaque 

manner (OSF 2010). A 2014 study by TI Kyrgyzstan found that state underfunding of 

schools was often compensated through payments by parents or guardians of 

children, for example, to purchase furniture and equipment for classrooms. However, 

it concluded that these payments had evolved from being ñvoluntary to involuntaryò 

in nature, creating an expectation that parents and guardians make donations to 

avoid consequences such as their child being neglected (Akmatjanova et al. 2014: 5). 

In a survey of over 1,100 parents and guardians, over 80% of respondents based in 

urban areas stated a system of informal payments existed in their schools; however, 

this figure fell to 26% for respondents from rural areas (Akmatjanova et al. 2014: 7). 

In Tajikistan, informal fees are also reportedly regularly collected for the purchase of 

classroom furniture, textbooks and for repairs (AsiaPlus 2024). In Turkmenistan, 

there were reports of students having to make payments for school renovations and 

to pay for teachersô lunches (Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty 2023). Sometimes, 

the connection of informal fees with private profits is evident. For example, in 

Turkmenistan, a report found that schools were making it mandatory for students to 

wear uniforms that only the school itself could sell, and they were doing so at inflated 

prices around 30% above the market price (Azatlyk Radiosy 2023b).  

(ªMXÊÊӃXªX«º 

Kirya (2019: 3) describes how embezzlement and diversion of budget funds results in 

a loss to the amount nominally allocated to education. Evidence of suspected 
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embezzlement cases across Central Asia suggests again that actors at different levels 

of seniority within the sector can be complicit.  

In Kyrgyzstan, the head of the provincial governmentôs finance ministry reportedly 

colluded with employees of educational facilities to embezzle up to US$1.1 million 

from the local budget (Acca 2020a). In a case from Tajikistan, two companies that 

received funds from the presidentôs reserve fund to purchase computers for schools 

delivered subquality products or in some cases, even ñempty boxesò; the executives of 

both companies were charged with embezzling the funds and handed prison 

sentences of up to ten years (Ozodi 2015). 

In Kazakhstan, an embezzlement scheme was uncovered in which the chief 

accountant of the Taldykorgan education department was suspected of colluding with 

officials from up to 25 schools to embezzle up to 4.5 billion tenge (approximately 

US$8.3 million) between 2020 and 2023 (Orda.kz 2023). In another case in Astana, 

school accountants were convicted for transferring 130 million tenge (approximately 

US$240,000) in salaries and bonuses to non-existent employees, which they then 

embezzled (ȧɋɏɒɆɖɆɑ 2024). 

In 2024, the Kazakh anti-corruption authorities conceded they had detected 

numerous incidents of leakages from the sector, attributing these to vulnerabilities in 

its public financial management system, such as a lack of automation and integration 

of accounting databases (Gov.kz 2024). The Kazakh anti-corruption authority 

explained that embezzlement schemes can also involve officials working in payroll 

management where, for example, salaries are credited to one employeeôs account, but 

another personôs name appears on the payment order (ȾɆɞɐɎɓɆ 2023). 

# T ³ zz «z 

Public tenders issued by authorities in the education sector can be highly sought after 

given they often entail long-term, high-value contracts. This can include, for example, 

the construction and operation of school facilities and the provision of textbooks 

(Kirya 2019: 42). These lucrative opportunities can incentivise unscrupulous actors to 

engage in forms of fraud or ñbid riggingò in which bidders collude with the people 

responsible for procurement. This can result in the non or low quality fulfilment of 

the stipulated terms of the contract.  

The Kazakh anti-corruption agency stated that between 2016 and 2020, it recorded 

77 corruption offences involving public procurement in the education sector, which 

was higher than other sectors such as health and agriculture (Junusbekova and 

Khamitov 2021: 414-5).  
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In Kyrgyzstan, the prosecutor generalôs office opened an investigation against the 

chief public procurement specialist in the Bishkek department of education on 

suspicion of awarding 35 out of a possible 73 tenders to a company owned by an 

acquaintance. Under the bid rigging scheme, fake bids were made by a third party in 

order to inflate prices (Knews 2025).  

In an older, but similar case, the prosecutor general investigated employees of both 

the Bishkek city authority and a company on suspicion of colluding to select a bid 

without the necessary documentation and inflating the cost for the construction of a 

school (ȸɔɐɘɔɓɆɍɆɖɔɈɆ 2017).  

In 2023, the Uzbek anti-corruption agency reported having identified cases of two 

procurement processes for vocational schools that were manipulated to favour certain 

bidders (Anti-corruption Agency of the Republic of Uzbekistan 2023a; 2023b). In 

another case from Uzbekistan, the national anti-corruption agency identified 

irregularities in the decision of a procurement commission to award a contract worth 

403 million soms (approximately US$31,500) to repair the heating system of a 

vocational school. The anti-corruption agency concluded that the evaluation process 

had been compromised to favour the winning bidder (Alampir.uz 2024). 

The Eurasia Foundation (2022) published claims made by an independent journalist 

regarding a potential case of procurement fraud in Uzbekistan. The journalist 

claimed that 300 state organisations, including universities and colleges, had 

purchased multiple copies of a book written by the president of Uzbekistan, Shavkat 

Mirziyoyev, at a cost of 7.8 million soms (approximately US$650) per book. The 

journalist interviewed a whistleblower who reported that universities were pressured 

to buy the book following an official letter from a high-level education ministry 

official, bypassing the procurement process to which other acquisitions of learning 

material are subject (Eurasia Foundation 2022).  

C«ZJ ³³XN³Ä ºªX«º 

According to Kirya (2019: 12), recruitment and promotion decisions in the education 

sector may be based on favouritism, nepotism and bribery rather than the fulfilment 

of clear criteria. This can result, for example, in unqualified personnel assuming 

teaching positions and a skewed distribution of postings, creating pressure on other 

teachers (Kirya 2019: 12).  

This form of corruption is pertinent to a wide range of roles across the sector. In 

Tajikistan, in the first six months of 2020, 41 cases of nepotism in public bodies were 

recorded, 18 of which occurred in the education sector (ȭɆɖɎɚɎ 2020). In 2023, 

Kyrgyzstanôs President, Sadyr Japarov, highlighted the need to root out nepotism in 

government hiring and highlighted the education ministry as one of the entities 
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prone to the malpractice (Daryo 2023b). Bekmurzaev (2023) describes how 

previously in Kyrgyzstan, regional and city education departments were given 

complete autonomy to appoint and dismiss principals, but this enabled corruption 

and was therefore replaced by a more competitive, merit-based process. Ambasz et al. 

(2023: 28) explain that, within Central Asian universities more generally, the 

appointment procedures for leadership roles within the administration tend to be 

highly centralised and politicised rather than meritocratic.  

There may also be an overlap with bribery and extortion. For example, in some rural 

areas of Kazakhstan, payments are reportedly demanded of candidates to secure 

teachersô and principalsô positions, with higher values expected for the latter (Acca 

2021). Candidates reportedly often comply with these demands as these positions 

offer a relatively stable income; it is also common that a portion of the teacherôs 

salary is deducted to cover such payments (Acca 2021).  

;³ ÆJºX ºÄº­³ «z 

Another phenomenon which can be linked to corruption is private tutoring, where 

teachers on the public payroll offer private tuition to paying pupils (Kirya 2019: 6). 

Kirya (2019: 6) explains this can reduce teachersô level of engagement during their 

regular classes.  

Extra-curricular private tutoring by publicly funded teachers might be legal in some 

contexts and even serve as a coping mechanism for low salaries, but it can give rise to 

conflicts of interest in certain situations. For example, in Kazakhstan, private tutoring 

in schools is legal and reportedly common. However, according to the OECD (2020: 

351), the practice has led to teachers offering private classes to pupils from their own 

school and ñunderrat[ing] pupilsô performance thus artificially creating the need for 

extra private classesò. Hajar and Karakus (2025) surveyed over 950 teachers in 

Kazakhstan and found that almost 40% of them admitted engaging in fee-based 

private tutoring, including of the same students they regularly teach. The practice is 

also reportedly widespread in Uzbekistan, often as a way to compensate for salaries 

that are perceived to be low (Khimmataliyev and Eshbekova 2023).  

Huisman et al. (2018: 215-6) note this practice extends to the tertiary level across the 

region, and some faculty staff secretly teach at multiple universities in response to 

low salaries, which creates constraints on their regular positions and affects quality.  

 NJTXª N Z³JÄT 

Camacho (2021: 6) points out that universities can engage in several activities that 

violate academic integrity, such as acting as so-called ñdegree millsò which hand out 
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degrees to people who have not fulfilled academic requisites but who are willing to 

pay high fees. These activities again often have a significant overlap with bribery. In 

Kyrgyzstan, corruption can reportedly influence authoritiesô decision to license 

educational institutions, and where tertiary institutions of a dubious nature are able 

to pay off licensing authorities to receive official accreditation (Kharizov 2022).  

Such ñfake diplomasò contribute to an underqualified workforce and undermine the 

standards of Central Asian institutions. In Kyrgyzstan, the State Committee for 

National Security (GKNB) announced it would investigate over 20 universities for 

producing fake diplomas after having identified cases where lawmakers, judges, 

teachers and police officers were suspected of being in possession of them 

(Imanaliyeva 2022). Similarly, in Sughd, Tajikistan, the public prosecutor announced 

it had identified 16 cases where people in teaching positions were suspected of 

holding fake university diplomas (Ozodi 2017). This indicates that academic fraud 

can create feedback loops and lead to lower quality in the wider sector.  

Another overlap of corruption and academic fraud is when examination processes are 

compromised and students are awarded inflated grades. In Kazakhstan, a survey of 

over 20,000 people found that 23.8 % of respondents had encountered some form of 

corruption when they were taking exams (Inform.Kz 2022). In Nukus, Uzbekistan, 

authorities revealed having uncovered a corruption scheme orchestrated by the 

school deputy director at a vocational school who colluded with teachers to collect 

bribes from students in return for allowing them to take exams with mobile phones 

and neglecting supervision duties to help them pass professional certification exams 

(Zamin 2025).  




















