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In Moldova today more and
more people are talking about
critical thinking: politicians, soci-
ologists, representatives of public-
service institutions, and, of course,
educators. It is considered good
form to discuss “the development
of critical thinking in a certain
teacher’s classes” or “creating con-
ditions for fostering critical think-
ing in our young people.” The
term critical thinking appears more
and more often in combination
with concepts such as democracy
or modern society. All this talk has
stimulated teachers’ interest in
professional development courses
on critical thinking. As a result,
teachers and school administra-
tors are beginning to employ the
strategies they learned in these
courses, and many of them come
back to the courses for a second
and third time. All the partici-
pants have their personal mo-
tives, but I think each of them is
fundamentally seeking to answer
the same questions: “What ex-
actly is critical thinking? What can
it do for me personally?” They
gradually form a concept of criti-
cal thinking during the course. As
they teach they begin to fill in
various details and nuances, but
there remains something indefin-
able, like the outlines of a wooded
shoreline on a foggy morning.

The idea for writing this article
came to me rather unexpectedly.
I was involved in teaching a se-
ries of workshops for teachers in
Tiraspol designed primarily to
develop the participants’ writing

and editing skills. After several
sessions the participants had ac-
quired some experience with
methods and strategies for devel-
oping critical thinking. We then
asked them to write an essay on
Why it is necessary to develop criti-
cal thinking in learners today. This
essay was to provide the raw ma-
terials for perfecting their writing
and editing skills. As the instruc-
tor I set to work alongside them.
Soon we had a first draft, and we
began a discussion. In answering
my colleagues’ questions I sud-
denly realized what was really
bothering me. I wanted to speak
about all the things you need to
be prepared for if you set out to
think critically within the present
education System (with a capital
S to emphasize its great strength
and relative independence from
its participants). I wanted to ad-
dress not so much the joys (which
are obvious and easily accepted,
even welcomed), but rather the
doubts and questions awaiting
anyone who ventures to try new
methods. Perhaps if I can analyze
my own impressions it will help
some of my colleagues to sort
through their own feelings and
understand what is going on in
their classes, schools, and their
own experiences.

The initial results from using
the new student-centered ap-
proach are energizing. Children
forget about laziness, teachers for-
get about weariness, everybody
works hard, and communication
is lively. I am assuming here that
the students already have some
experience of expressing their
ideas, debating among them-
selves, and thinking independ-

ently. And I am assuming that the
teacher–student relationship is
based on mutual trust and re-
spect, and that these students still
consider school a significant part
of their lives. If, on the other hand,
none of this holds true—there has
been no freedom of thought or
speech, no relationship of trust,
and the students see school as a
place where they are obliged to
serve time—then all those things
that seemed so interesting and
attractive during the training ses-
sions turn out to be incomprehen-
sible, useless, and laborious in
classroom practice.

Let us assume that the new
methods work well for you. You
and your students are happy with
the results. However, after some
time Her Majesty the System starts
arranging things to her own taste,
causing widespread suffering. You
begin to realize that the new
methods do not allow you to com-
municate enough factual knowl-
edge for your students to pass the
examination. Until now you have
always been so efficient about it—
and now you find there is just not
enough time! Pretty soon your
“top” students—the ones with ex-
cellent memories who are used to
getting high grades simply by re-
producing the teacher’s words—
also recognize this problem. And
they ask you, “What good will all
this discussion do us at exam
time? Why waste time on assump-
tions and hypotheses, most of
which turn out to be mere rub-
bish? Just tell us the right answer,
so we can memorize it.”

You and your students also be-
gin to notice gaps in their knowl-
edge: Certain concepts, names,
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events, etc., are missing. And the
question is, Who is to blame? No
doubt students in all parts of the
world would say the same thing:
You never told us that! True enough,
you did not tell them, or dictate
to them, or instruct them to write
it down (as you used to). Is it your
fault? What did you do wrong?
Was it the critical thinking?

This situation illustrates the
conflict between the desire to de-
velop critical thinking and the
existing System’s demands for re-
sults. The important thing is not
to decide who is to blame, but to
decide whose side you are on: Will
you stay with the System or go
with the people who are working
to change it?

Now, about your colleagues
and administrators. At first every-
thing usually seems fine. An at-
mosphere of freedom in the
classroom, group work, lively dis-
cussions, new strategies—it’s all
just great. After all, it’s the latest
fashion. But you cannot wear
your Sunday best every day!
Sometimes the noise from your
class leaks into the next room,
and your colleague’s surprised (or
indignant) face appears in your
doorway. Someone reminds you
with a kind smile, Business before
pleasure! Then comes the question
(or accusation, if you are not so
lucky), “Why aren’t you follow-
ing the curriculum?” You also
hear pointed, more general re-
marks: “Our system of education
has produced many world-fa-
mous scientists (and we are no
fools ourselves).” “Games are all
very nice, but learning is a seri-
ous business.” “An organized sys-
tem, however imperfect, is better

than random, isolated episodes,
however brilliant.”

There are additional burdens
on you, as well. You have limited
experience in planning new ac-
tivities, and the available text-
books do not lend themselves to
critical reflection. You begin to feel
your hands are fuller than ever.
Now you need to spend more time
planning each lesson. Again you
are forced to choose: Do you work
within the familiar requirements
of the System, or do you attempt
to change your professional
behavior at great expense to your
time, your nerves, and your rela-
tionship with your colleagues?

The above-mentioned chal-
lenges are only the beginning.
Having some flexibility, the Sys-
tem will permit you to solve some
of these problems (especially
since the solution depends largely
on you, your energy, and your
flexibility). Your students may
support you. Even the adminis-
tration may be sympathetic and
accepting of your somewhat un-
predictable teaching style. But
don’t be too optimistic. Still to
come is a whole new level of “sec-
ond-echelon” problems, which
you will soon realize you cannot
solve on your own.

You teach your students to re-
flect, you develop their intellec-
tual skills, and you help them for-
mulate a personal worldview. But
the standardized test writers ex-
pect your students to demonstrate
factual knowledge, first and fore-
most. How can you influence the
examination policy? How can you
face your students after the exam?
After all, it was you who taught
them to believe in themselves and

assured them of their right to
make mistakes.

Your students will come to you
with their disappointments. They
will tell you that the freedom of
thought you nurtured and en-
couraged has brought them trou-
ble—that the real world plays by
other rules and punishes anyone
who tries to change these rules.
They will expect an answer. What
will you say?

You might even find yourself
bored and dissatisfied if you ever
attend a course, seminar, or teach-
ers’ meeting where participants are
expected to sit respectfully and
quietly instead of actively partici-
pating. You will think, This must be
how my students feel as they try to
absorb the huge amounts of knowl-
edge demanded by the System. Think
of your own experience at school—
have you ever made use of most of
the things you worked so hard to
learn for your exams? This means
that the amount of knowledge re-
quired by the System should be re-
duced considerably. No doubt this
idea appeals to you with regard to
content areas other than your own,
and you feel competent to define
the minimum requirements for the
other subjects. But you would not
be comfortable performing this
task for your own beloved subject,
be it history, literature, or geogra-
phy. It would be so hard to decide
what the students really need and
what they can do without! So now
you have a taste of how difficult it
is to go against the System—the
very system that molded you as a
specialist in your field.

When you have coped with
these problems, you still cannot
relax, for there will be other chal-
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lenges to follow. What are they? I
myself do not know. I am still
fighting my “second echelon”
problems. And I am sure that this
level is not the last.

Now let us draw some conclu-
sions.

What did the System demand
from us before, and what does it
still demand from us today? That
we accept its rules and always
behave in accordance with them.
If we always conform to the Sys-
tem’s demands, then who is re-
sponsible for the success or fail-
ure of our efforts? The System is.

What does critical thinking de-
mand from us? That we face the
challenges involved in changing
the System. Who will take respon-
sibility for the decisions? No one
but ourselves.

What are the System’s strengths?
Its stability and predictability. But
these are also its weaknesses.

Why do we find it so cheering
to dispense with the current Sys-
tem? Because we feel free in
thought and action. Why is it
sometimes painful to follow the
principles of critical thinking?
Because we are forced to shoul-
der responsibility for so many
things—for the changes we cause
in society, our students, and our-
selves.

“We are responsible for those
who we have tamed,” wrote
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. In what
way are we responsible for the peo-
ple whom we have “tamed” into
thinking critically? First, I think,
we must never present ourselves
to them as the experts. And we
must not hide the fact that the
world is not always ready for new
ideas, and may even punish the
innovators. We can only help
them recognize this hard truth:
Not only do they have freedom of

choice, but they also must take
full responsibility for their choices.

What are our civic and per-
sonal responsibilities? We must
always be searching, and always
be prepared to change, if neces-
sary, ourselves and our percep-
tions of the world. We must be
able to admit our mistakes, but
we must also be able to stand up
for our beliefs. We must support
our like-minded colleagues, but
not hide behind their opinions.
And we must never expect some-
one else—be it a government min-
ister, a principal, or the author of
a book—to solve our problems. It
is up to us to create the necessary
conditions for a solution, to seek
out the people who can make the
necessary decisions, and to sug-
gest possible alternatives.

It can be scary to start some-
thing new. We do not know what
lies ahead: What if we cannot rely
on past experience to answer the
questions that arise?

Think back on your own life.
Weren’t there times when you had
to begin everything anew, under
difficult and unfamiliar condi-
tions? And didn’t you feel pride
and satisfaction when you man-
aged to overcome those difficul-
ties? I hope these recollections will
give you confidence. With confi-
dence and critical thinking, you
can change the System.
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slisenco@hotmail.com.

Alumni, Professors, and Students of Central Asia
Discuss New Educational Accreditation System

On 19 November, 46 alumni, professors, and students from 14 cities of
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan participated in a virtual chat en-
titled “Academic Credits Technology: Problems and Solutions,” as one of
many International Education Week events held at IATP [Internet Access
and Training Program] access sites in Central Asia. The ministries of edu-
cation in both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan are considering a move to an
American-style, credit-hour–based university system. Changing Central
Asian universities to an internationally recognized system of accreditation
will make it possible for students to study abroad, change fields of study,
and transfer credits. EdNet (USAID) has worked with the Ministries of
Education in Central Asia and has been providing training and consulta-
tion to local university staff in Kazakhstan regarding accreditation tech-
nology. They used the regional chat platform to explain the advantages
of the system and how to implement it at local universities. Professors
learned how to grade and count credit hours, and students learned how
a course transcript could be used. The log of the chat [in Russian] is
available at http://www.alumni.kz/?id=4&sendnews=1653&text=0
[Source: IATP]


	TC-5-3

