
ACAS Members with Profes-
sor Cirtautas at the 2011 
FIUTS International Festival 
(University of Washington), 
February 2011.

Booklet designed by 
members of ACAS in 
commemoration of 20 years 
of independence and 
containing fundamental 
facts about the republics of 
Central and Inner Asia.
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     Starting my first academic year at the University of Washington (UW) in September 2010, 
I thought that there would be no other student on campus from Kazakhstan who also had come 
by way of the Bolashak program. Little did I expect that there would be such a huge interest 
in Central Asia among the students and faculty at the UW.  After being here for a few months, 
my friend Askar (also from Kazakhstan and also a recipient of  a Bolashak scholarship) and I 
found to our surprise a whole department focusing on the peoples and countries of Central Asia  
(Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan).  Then we met with Professor Ilse 
Cirtautas who teaches in the Near Eastern Languages and Civilization Department. Professor 
Ilse Cirtautas knows a lot about the cultures of Central Asia. She used to visit Kazakhstan every 
year since 1972. We also had the opportunity to befriend Alva Robinson, a graduate student 
majoring in Central Asian Turkic Literature and the founder and president of the Association of 
Central Asian Students (ACAS). Meeting with so many people devoted to our region has been 
a welcoming surprise we will not forget. 

     From the first moment we learned about ACAS, we became active participants in its
events and programs. Our goal has been centered on raising  awareness about Central Asia, 
particularly Kazakhstan. As we are the only two students from Kazakhstan among the whole 
student body, we have become the unofficial ambassadors of our country and culture. Askar 
and I, for example, volunteered in setting up a cultural table at the FIUTS event (Foundation in 
International Understanding through Students) in February 2011. Our table displayed the cultures 
of the Central Asian countries and served as an information desk for those who were interested in 
the region. With the flags of our countries hanging directly behind us, we proudly wore our 
national costumes such as the shapan while answering questions of people interested in the 
region.  We also had helped design booklets containing basic information about the Central 
Asian countries  and their cultures. Another significant event was the joint performance by 
Kazakh and Kyrgyz students at a Navro’z Celebration organized by the Seattle-Tashkent Sister 
City Association (est. 1972).  Navro’z, the traditional New Year for Central Asians, is celebrated 
from the 21st of March. At the above mentioned event, Askar, Galymzhan (a Kazakh gentlemen 
who lives in Seattle and works at Amazon Corporation), and myself presented Kazakhstan while 
another two guys and a girl from Kyrgyzstan represented their country. At the stage we read 
poems and sung traditional songs about Navro’z while Galymzhan played the Kazakh national 
musical instrument called a dombra. Throughout the academic year Askar and I aimed to be 
as active as possible in the events put together by ACAS. 
  
     This spring quarter I took a Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations class taught by 
Professor Ilse Cirtautas. The main topic of this class centered on the literary works of  the 
Kyrgyz writer Chingiz Aitmatov, discussed in Central Asian and global context. I learned a lot 
from these lectures about Kyrgyz literature, and about the life of Chingiz Aitmatov and became
acquainted with some of his books. Moreover, these lectures also covered the Kazakh writer
Mukhtar Auezov and the poet Mukhtar Shakhanov. This class has served as a constant reminder 
of the university‘s and its students’ sincere interest in Central Asia and their efforts in welcoming 
students from the region. 
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A Kazakh Student Looks Back at His First Year 
At the University of Washington



ACAS Members and Kazakh 
and Kyrgyz students from the 
Seattle Area (November 2010)

Kazakh Bolashak Students 
with UW professors and 
faculty (from left to right: 
Aidos Aikhojayev, Askar 
Akhyltayev, visiting 
Professor William Clark, 
Dr. Talant Mawkanuli, 
Professor Ilse Cirtautas, 
Undergraduate Student 
Reshad Amini and Dr. 
Ulbosyn Zhanatayeva, 
Astana, Kazakhstan (May 
2011).
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    The University of Washington is one of the few universities where such an interest in Central 
Asia exists. For example, I have many friends who study in the U.S. at different universities 
and most of them tell me that they do not have such departments or classes about Central Asia. 
Even if they do, then most of the classes are about politics and not about its literature and culture. 
In conclusion, I want to say that the University of Washington welcomes students from Central 
Asia and does everything to make them feel comfortable here by representing their culture and 
languages. This made it easier for me to adapt to a new environment because I was surrounded 
by people who could understand me and would help me out whenever I needed assistance.

About the Author

     Aidos Aikhojayev is a recipient of a Bolashak Scholarship, an academic award that gives 
opportunties for the most talented young students of Kazakhstan to study  abroad. Aidos, who 
is from Shimkent, has recently finished his first academic year as an undergraduate at the 
University of Washington.  Next academic year he will serve as the Vice President of the 
student-led Association of Central Asian Students (ACAS) at the UW.   
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(continued from previous page)

For more information on the Association of Central Asian Students
visit www.acasinfo.org
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