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Abstract 

A disparity in access to higher education exists 

between rural and urban regions of the world. Equal 

access to higher education for students from rural 

areas is a priority for government leaders in 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan where this study took 

place. The study addressed the problem of 

enrollment of students from rural areas at branches 

of the International Mountainous University (IMU, 

pseudonym) located in rural regions of Kyrgyzstan 

and Tajikistan. The purpose of this qualitative case 

study was to investigate the experiences and 

perceptions of 10 IMU students about gaining access 

to higher education. Informed by the theory of 

habitus, the research questions focused\ on 

perceptions of (a) the experience of gaining access 

and (b) sacrifices related to gaining access to higher 

education. Four themes emerged: (a) academic 

barriers, (b) information and communication 

barriers, (c) support, and (d) material and 

nonmaterial sacrifices. The study provides a better 

understanding of access challenges experienced by 

rural Kyrgyz and Tajik residents, allowing 

institutions and governments to improve current 

outreach practices and potentially create long-term 

strategies for rural development. 

1. Introduction

A disparity in access to higher education exists 

between rural and urban regions of the world. This 

disparity is aligned with a general trend of 

vulnerability and lack of access to basic amenities 

for rural residents globally. According to [19], 

people living in rural areas, regardless of their 

location and country of origin, have limited access to 

health, education, and social services and are more 

vulnerable than those living in urban areas. Equal 

access to higher education, particularly for residents 

of rural areas, is a top priority for all developing 

countries, including Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. The 
purpose of this study was to investigate perceptions 

and experiences of students from rural areas of 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan who study at branches of 

the International Mountainous University (IMU, 

pseudonym) with campuses in rural Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan. An understanding of the experiences and 

perceptions of these students regarding access to 

higher education, as well as identification of any 

barriers they may have encountered, may inform the 

development of better institutional practices for 

recruiting and admitting rural students in the region. 

2. Conceptual framework

Bourdieu’s [2] theory of habitus informed the 

study. According to Bourdieu, people’s educational 

paths and access options are predetermined and 

constrained by their habitus, or a set of dispositions 

that include such individual circumstances as urban 

or rural origin, family background, and financial 

status. Habitus refers to the relative position of an 

individual within the social world [3]. Bourdieu and 

Wacquant [5] explained the concept of habitus as a 

socialized subjectivity that creates a priori barriers 

for access to higher education. Bourdieu and 

Passeron [4] argued that a proven inequality of 

access to higher education exists and that children of 

farmers have much slimmer chances of accessing a 

university than children of professionals.  

Researchers in education have widely applied 

Bourdieu’s theory to understand and explore the 

topic of access to higher education. A central 

conclusion of the recent research conducted through 

the lens of the theory of habitus is “the continuing 

influence of class on access to higher education” [7]. 

The rural students whose habitus is least congruent 

with the demands of entering a university either 

never access it [20] or experience more significant 

sacrifices to gain access compared to their 

counterparts from more privileged backgrounds [1]. 

Glaesser and Cooper [10] interviewed a group of 

high school students from various regional and 

family backgrounds in Germany and found that 

students who came from underprivileged rural 

backgrounds had much lower hopes for accessing 

higher education than their peers from middle class 

urban families. Glaesser and Cooper concluded that 

the respondents’ habitus provided a sense of what 

was possible or impossible for them. Further, Dong 

[9] discovered in a case study of rural students

studying at a Chinese university that when rural

students access university despite the entrance

challenges, they feel isolated and excluded. Habitus

theory has recently received empirical support in the
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study of the relationship between underprivileged 

background and access to higher education.  

The theory of habitus supports the notion that 

although access to higher education has increased 

overall for all categories of students, inequality of 

access among various groups still exists. The theory 

was appropriate for this study because of its focus on 

the influence of people’s background on their place 

within the social world, including their chances of 

accessing higher education. The theory’s underlining 

argument is that underprivileged groups of students 

including those of rural background have much more 

limited chances of accessing higher education than 

their counterparts from urban areas and privileged 

social background. 

 

3. Methodology 
 

The research questions of the study were as 

follows: (a) How do students from rural areas of 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan describe their experiences 

gaining access to higher education and (b) What do 

students from rural areas in Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan identify as sacrifices and opportunities 

related to pursuing higher education? The nature of 

the study was qualitative, which Knapp [13] 

described as interpretive research that addresses how 

things work from the perspective of the participants.  

I chose a case study design due to the qualitative 

nature of the research questions and purpose of the 

study. A case study is an in-depth description and 

analysis of participants within a bounded system 

[16]. Phenomenology was also considered and 

rejected as a design for this study. A 

phenomenological design focuses on lived 

experience and often depicts intense emotional 

experiences such as love, fury, or deception [16]. To 

conduct a phenomenological study, prolonged 

engagement in the field is required from a researcher, 

who needs to continually return to the core of the 

experience and its central meaning [16].  

Although access to higher education of each 

individual participant was important, a specific case 

of a group of IMU’s students coming from the rural 

areas was critical to understanding the phenomenon. 

The focus of the study was on explanation, analysis, 

and finding commonalities in the experiences of the 

students who come from rural areas. Because the 

study focused on experiences and perceptions of a 

bounded group of people to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the experiences, the qualitative 

instrumental case study design was appropriate. 

 

3.1. Participants 
 

Participants for this study were 10 current IMU 

students out of the population pool of 60 who come 

from the rural areas of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. 

The sampling procedure was purposeful criterion-

based sampling. The sample included students who 

were over 18 years of age from a rural area. Research 

did not begin without a signed letter of cooperation 

for research from a designated IMU representative 

because IMU does not have an IRB. Once approved, 

I sent a confidential letter that explained the purpose 

of the study via institutional e-mail to 60 students 

who met the sampling criterion to solicit their 

participation in the study. Ten participants replied 

and confirmed via e-mail that they qualified for the 

study in terms of their age and rural status and that 

they agreed to participate. Following the agreement 

to participate, I scheduled interviews with each 

participant at a mutually agreed time. When 

confirming the eligibility, I invited participants to 

ask questions about the study and the interviewing 

process, but none of them posed any questions. 

Ethical protection of the participants was a 

priority for this study. All potential participants who 

received the letter were informed of the voluntary 

nature of participation and protection of their 

personal information. They were also informed that 

any personal identifying information would be 

masked by the assigned participant numbers (i.e., 

Participant 1, Participant 2) and they would not be 

identified by their real names in the results. The 

ethical protection was applied beyond protecting 

confidentiality; the participants were treated with 

care and respect. An overview of the study and the 

rights of the participant was provided prior to each 

interview. 

 

3.2. Data collection and analysis 
 

The primary method of data collection was 

semistructured interviews with open-ended 

questions. All interviews were conducted one-on-one 

and in person in a quiet, sheltered student lounge 

area of IMU outside of class hours to ensure privacy. 

The interviews lasted no longer than 60 minutes. All 

interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed 

using the elemental coding method with a 

combination of in vivo, or verbatim, and initial 

coding techniques. The codes were then grouped to 

identify the themes. 

Meeting the credibility requirements was a 

priority of this research. I guaranteed the accuracy 

and credibility of this study through audio recording 

of the interviews, member checking, reflective 

journaling, and analyzing discrepant and negative 

cases. 

 

4. Results 
 

The analysis of data yielded four themes, which 

were as follows: (a) academic barriers, (b) 

information and communication barriers, (c) support, 

and (d) material and non-material sacrifices. The first 

three themes responded to the research question 
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about how students from rural areas of Kyrgyzstan 

and Tajikistan describe their experiences accessing 

higher education. The fourth theme responded to the 

research question about what students from rural 

areas in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan identify as 

sacrifices related to pursuing higher education. 

 

4.1. Academic barriers 
 

The first dominant theme, academic barriers, is 

directly connected to the first research question about 

how students from rural Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan 

describe their experience with gaining access to 

higher education. Although some participants 

pointed out that they went to the best high schools 

available in their villages or towns, all ten 

participants emphasized poor quality rural schooling 

as one of the most significant challenges of gaining 

access to higher education.  

Rural schools do not retain teachers, and when 

teachers leave for better opportunities, schools often 

struggle to replace them. As Participant 8 observed, 

“The quality of teachers [in villages] is not so good 

because of their salary… there are of course, like, 

some qualified teachers, but as soon as they have, 

like, an opportunity they move [to] urban areas.”  

According to some participants, rural teachers 

also struggle to deliver modern curriculum, 

especially in the areas of languages and information 

technology. For example, Participant 6 revealed that 

they never learned reading rules of the English 

language in school and simply pronounced the words 

phonetically, which she only realized after she 

became a university student. Some participants felt 

that they were constantly neglected by their teachers 

because the goal of the schools was to concentrate on 

high-performing students who could represent the 

schools at various academic competitions. 

Sometimes a syllabus for courses is not given to 

students, meaning they often do not know what they 

will study the next day (Participant 7). Participant 1 

shared, “Even if you are smart, you can’t, like, get 

good education or learn English language or other 

languages if you live in rural areas.” When I asked 

her to explain why she thought this was so, 

Participant 1 exclaimed, “Because our teachers 

didn’t teach us well!” Rural schools are lacking 

study materials such as textbooks (Participant 1; 

Participant 7; Participant 6) and basic computers (all 

participants). Even when schools have computers, 

Internet access is often not available in schools and, 

as a result, computers are not used by students. 

A consensus among the participants was that 

urban schools were of higher quality, thus better 

equipping urban students for entering higher 

education. Nine out of ten participants had taken 

academic work outside of school to prepare 

themselves for the university entrance exams. 

Participants from bigger towns had an opportunity to 

participate in extra academic classes in their own 

towns but others had to travel various distances. 

All participants I interviewed felt that the quality 

of schools in rural areas of Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan was below the level required for an 

adequate preparation to enter higher education. The 

participants described low quality of rural schools in 

terms of (a) absence of teachers in certain subjects, 

(b) inability of teachers to deliver the curriculum, 

and (c) lack of study materials that ranged from 

inadequate number of textbooks in schools to lack of 

equipment.  

Poor academic preparedness of rural high school 

graduates impedes access to higher education due to 

inability of rural students to pass entrance exams. 

The findings also revealed that gaining access to 

higher education for rural students in Tajikistan and 

Kyrgyzstan required attending classes outside their 

schools at extra cost to prepare for the university 

entrance examinations. 

 

4.2. Information and communication barriers 
 

The second major theme that emerged from the 

interviews was information and communication 

barriers that all ten participants experienced to 

various extents while gaining access to the 

university. Information and communication barriers 

ranged from lack of information about educational 

options available to the participants to inability to 

send their application forms because of lack of 

access to technology. Participants who lived closer to 

regional centers were less deprived of information 

and means of communication with universities 

compared to those who lived in extremely remote 

areas. In rural areas of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, 

basic devices that are taken for granted in developed 

urban centers, such as smart phones or computers, 

are often rare. 

The study participants were able to access higher 

education; however, they all admitted that their 

journey to become university students was a hassle 

when lack of information was combined with lack of 

means of communication. For example, Participant 6 

said that she had to leave her village for about a 

week and live in a regional center to be able to fill 

out a university application form, gather all the 

documents required for submitting the university 

application, and submit the application 

electronically. Consequently, she had to miss school 

and “faced a lot of problems in school.” But 

Participant 6 believes she had no other choice as 

there was no computer or Internet in her very remote 

village. Participant 6 exclaimed, “I did not use 

Internet before, maybe in the 11th grade I started to 

use it!” (The educational system of Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan consists of 11 grades). 

Lack of information about existing universities 

and admission processes coupled with lack of 
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communication assets such as Internet or even basic 

phones impede access to higher education for rural 

students in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. The findings 

are consistent with Spoor’s [18] conclusions that 

remoteness and rurality are a significant barrier for 

social inclusion of residents of developing countries 

including those of Central Asia. 

 

4.3. Support 
 

The third theme that emerged from the interviews 

was support. When describing their experiences with 

gaining access to higher education, nine out of ten 

participants felt positively about the institutional 

support that IMU offered them during the admission 

processes. All ten participants were also strongly 

supported by their families and communities while 

fulfilling their aspirations to become university 

students. The participants described institutional 

support’s important role during their admission 

process in terms of providing both practical advice 

and inspirational community support, which helped 

build their self-confidence. 

Although all participants acknowledged the 

importance of institutional support, they also 

discussed the importance of family and community 

support. Some applicants stated that “being from [a] 

remote area is just being surrounded with the 

community who were, like, trying to help each other, 

everybody cares about each other” (Participant 8). 

Being surrounded by a community that is helpful is 

inspiring for rural students (Participant 1). 

Study participants appreciated institutional and 

family support and believed that support has been 

crucial for success in gaining access to higher 

education. Participant 3 mentioned that even though 

the IMU recruiter was “sick” of him, the recruiter 

was consistently patient and helpful. Study 

participants also reiterated that they would not have 

been able to gain admission to the university without 

the support of families and whole communities. 

These findings are consistent with earlier findings [8, 

15] that although rurality posed many disadvantages 

for students seeking access to higher education, it 

also provided advantages in the form of stronger 

community support than urban areas provided. 

 

4.4. Material and nonmaterial sacrifices 
 

The last theme that emerged from the interviews 

was material and non-material sacrifices participants 

and their families made while participants pursued 

higher education. The theme is related to the second 

research question of the study, which was as follows: 

“What do students from rural areas in Kyrgyzstan 

and Tajikistan identify as sacrifices and opportunities 

related to pursuing higher education?” All 

participants shared that their families had to sacrifice 

financial resources to facilitate access to higher 

education for participants. Families were saving 

money for extracurricular academic courses and 

tutoring, application fees to higher education 

institutions, and tuition. To earn more money, 

participants’ parents and even grandparents often 

took more work. 

Material sacrifices went beyond saving money. 

Sometimes, families had to make a choice between 

higher education and other major milestones. For 

example, Participant 6 shared the following anecdote 

about a family sacrifice: “Actually, my sister… it 

was close to her wedding… and there was a choice, 

her wedding or my study, and my study came first.” 

Participant 7 reported that her widowed mother never 

bought anything for herself and put all earnings of a 

grocery store cashier toward her four children. To 

fund extracurricular academic work, Participant 1’s 

family had to sell a few sheep. Similarly, Participant 

2’s grandparents had to sell a cow. Both Participants 

1 and 2 stated that farm animals are a significant 

asset for rural families in Kyrgyzstan, and to 

sacrifice this asset is never an easy decision.  

Participants shared that a majority of rural 

families have vegetable and animal farms. Rurality 

in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan implies more 

household chores for students. The adults in the 

families of the participants often sacrificed their own 

leisure time to allow their children to study:  

“[F]irst I need to tell [you] about their time, 

because as a girl … in Kyrgyzstan, we have, like, 

responsibilities to do, for example, you need to take 

care of food, take care of the house or something like 

this. So, my mom was, like, taking care of this all 

and was sacrificing her time. She should have taken 

rest and go somewhere or go to courses, or … meet 

with her friends, [but] she was, like, saying, “no, 

let’s do like this, you will go to study and I will stay” 

[and work around the house], and she sacrificed her 

time.” (Participant 6) 

“I was just free from all the housework, actually. 

We have [our] own space in the field, own territory, 

and we have to irrigate it, and even though my 

grandfather is about 60, he is doing it by himself.” 

(Participant 8) 

When asked about family sacrifices, Participant 3 

simply stated with a heavy sigh, “Health.” 

Participant 3 then stated that his parents are in their 

mid-forties but “are really getting a lot of issues with 

their health. Because they were working everywhere 

in order to get money for our education.” His parents 

were migrant workers taking low paying jobs to 

survive and educate their two sons. 

“My mom was cleaning houses five days per 

week. So, every day she had work to do on three 

floors. And every day she had issues with her back. 

And now because of her back she feels pain 

everywhere… I can say that I had a very happy 

childhood. Even though my parents were getting low 
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salary. They were providing us with great 

childhood.” (Participant 3) 

The study participants expressed appreciation and 

gratitude to their parents and grandparents for often 

sacrificing basic needs to facilitate access to higher 

education. A majority of the participants mentioned 

that, once they earn their degrees and start working, 

they intend to support their parents and grandparents. 

All ten participants pointed out that their families 

sacrificed material and non-material resources to 

help the participants become university students. The 

question of sacrifices produced some of the most 

emotional interview responses. The study 

participants believed that financial resources were 

important to accessing higher education, not only in 

terms of affordability of higher education itself but 

also in terms of paying for courses outside of high 

school to ensure an adequate academic preparation to 

pass university entrance exams. These findings are 

consistent with the earlier findings [11, 14] that rural 

students face additional financial burdens, compared 

to their urban counterparts, that often impede their 

access to higher education. 

 

5. Discussion 
 

As predicated by the theory of habitus, research 

results confirmed that all study participants 

experienced academic, information, and financial 

barriers while gaining access to higher education, 

which participants believed were predetermined by 

their rural origin. The predetermined nature of 

barriers to higher education for rural residents 

implies that, without external interventions, these 

barriers are difficult to overcome. Although 

Bourdieu’s [2] theory of habitus as a predetermined 

disposition was used as a theoretical framework for 

this study, another aspect of Bourdieu’s theory, the 

aspect of the field, was directly related to the 

research results and project recommendations. 

According to Bourdieu and Passeron [4], when 

access to higher education is limited by students’ 

habitus, the field of education, or educational 

institutions, can facilitate the process of overcoming 

the constraints created by the habitus. Burke [7] 

interpreted Bourdieu and Passeron’s concept of field 

to mean that access problems, deeply rooted in 

classed lines, could be resolved through the 

educational system. Therefore, institutional strategies 

and interventions can help students overcome 

barriers and enable access to higher education for 

rural students. 

The institutions that exist in a person’s habitus 

also exert influence on higher education access. 

Perna and Kurban [17] termed this phenomenon 

organizational habitus, explaining how institutional 

structures and resources could “facilitate or impede” 

students’ access to higher education. Students who 

come from low-income families, rural areas, or from 

a low socioeconomic background rely on 

organizational habitus and its agents more than their 

high-income urban counterparts [17]. The results of 

this study revealed a need for institutional policies 

and practices that will facilitate the eradication of 

academic, information and communication, and 

financial barriers for rural students. 

 

6. Recommendations 
 

Based on the findings of the study, the following 

recommendations for practice could include (a) 

establishing partnerships with high schools, (b) 

developing outreach programs for rural parents, and 

(c) introducing inclusive admission practices for 

underrepresented student groups.  

Partnerships between higher education institutions 

and high schools are an important instrument for 

creating college-going culture among high school 

students [6]. The results of this study revealed that 

academic underpreparedness was perceived by study 

participants to be a result of low-quality teaching in 

rural areas of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Improving 

the quality of teaching in rural areas could one of the 

sought outcomes of partnerships between higher 

education institutions and rural schools. 

Developing parent outreach programs can help 

parents provide meaningful support to their high 

school students during the process of applying to 

higher education. Outreach programs are especially 

advisable for families of students who are 

underrepresented in higher education [17]. A parent 

outreach program could assist IMU in enrolling more 

students from rural areas of Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan. Material sacrifices and financial aid 

emerged from this study as important components of 

the admissions process. Therefore, it is important 

that parent outreach programs focus on refining 

parents’ knowledge of available mechanisms to pay 

for higher education in addition to the academic 

component of college readiness [17]. 

. To counteract inequalities of access, in addition 

to providing extra academic and process support to 

rural students, institutions of higher education could 

employ affirmative admissions practices [12]. The 

affirmative admissions practices could include (a) 

greater emphasis on non-cognitive characteristics of 

the applicants from rural areas compared to the 

applicants from urban areas and assigning extra 

admission points for rural students, and (b) including 

representatives from rural areas on admissions 

committees. 

 

7. Conclusion 
 

In this exploration of access to higher education 

for students from rural Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, I 

clearly demonstrated that, despite a global trend of 
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increased participation in higher education overall, 

rural residents are still accessing higher education at 

much lower rates than urban residents. Evidence of 

social exclusion among rural residents worldwide, 

including in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, is abundant. 

The rural-urban divide creates complex problems 

impacted by family backgrounds, academic 

preparedness, financial status, and rurality itself.  

The scope of the study was limited to rural 

students’ perceptions of gaining access to higher 

education. Further research could explore gender as a 

factor in gaining access to higher education in 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Another potential area for 

further research is to explore access to higher 

education from the perspective of rural teachers and 

administrators. By investigating these topics, 

researchers and practitioners can gain a broader and 

deeper understanding of the barriers to higher 

education for rural students and propose more 

solutions to combat these barriers 
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