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Everyone Can Talk in Our Class:
The Quiet Ones Again
Raya A. Bermakhanova

When he transferred into our
school, Oral was a difficult kid
to work with because of his poor

health. The previous year I had taught a
boy who was born without a left hand,
but in spite of his disability he was good-
natured, learned quickly, and got along
well with the other children. It was easy to
work with him. With Oral it was quite the
contrary—he was introverted and uncom-
municative. In his old school because of
his illness they had not expected him to
learn much or to get good grades. Now in
our class he always kept to himself, and
no one paid him much attention. That
was probably why he panicked if I called
him up to the blackboard; he was afraid
of giving the wrong answer. If he wasn’t
prepared for class, he would just stare
blankly and start to sweat. I learned from
talking with his mother that at home, the
only place where he was comfortable, he
was open, talkative, and sure of himself.
She asked me to help uncover in school
what she saw as his true nature.

I observed Oral carefully. I wanted to
discover which subjects he liked and
where he needed special attention. I often
saw him whispering answers to himself,
comparing his answers with those of his
classmates. Even if he was prepared for
class, he was embarrassed to speak out
and answer. His perspective on the class
was that of an observer, and he watched
the proceedings as if watching a movie.
After class I tried to engage him in conver-
sation. Did you like the class? Was it
interesting? What were the kids discuss-
ing? Did you want to join in? How could
you have done that? I decided to seat him
next to a talkative little girl in the class
who could share thoughts with him and
ask him his opinions. At first Oral would
just cut short both this classmate and me,
answering something like, “Yeah, fine.”

To his mother he reported, “The other
kids have discussions, work in groups,

make up stories together. I could never
express my opinions the way they do. It
was pointless for me to come to this new
school.”

I kept trying to arrange it so Oral
would say at least two or three words
each day in class. In the course of a
discussion I would ask him questions:
“What do you think will happen next?”
“What would you do in the place of the
main character? Why?”

In our native language class we were
working on a story called “Jeksen.” I
posed a question for discussion: “Were the
children right to call Jeksen selfish and
greedy?” I provoked a heated discussion.
Opinions were sharply divided, and two
opposing groups emerged. I asked Oral
what he thought about this boy Jeksen
and what he thought “selfish” meant.

Oral responded, “He was a bad kid,
because he wouldn’t let the kids ride his
horse. He always kept to himself, so they
called him selfish.” After that Oral fell
silent, and I could see that he was afraid
to defend his opinion further. As the
other kids offered their opinions, Oral
was analyzing his classmates’ answers.

We made a discussion chart on the
blackboard:
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He didn’t let them
ride his horse

He ran off with a
boy’s hat, and
that boy might
have gotten sick

He was boastful,
and he only
thought about
himself
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He seemed bad, but it
was just because of his
personality

He was just trying to
show off, and it was the
first time he had ridden
the horse by himself

He was going through
a tough time. If they
hadn’t chased him
away, but just talked to
him, maybe he would
have acted differently
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“Why did he go by himself? Wouldn’t it
be better to take his army and defeat the
enemy?” (Bayan)

“Instead of doing this he should have
married a pretty girl and fathered new
warriors to defend the nation.” (Saule)

Some of their thoughts were superfi-
cial; some were more profound. Some
were able to relate the story to ideology,
to the idea of patriotism. But their eyes
were shining with enthusiasm, they all
had their say, and no one was left out of
the discussion. They all wanted to
answer, they were completely uninhib-
ited—they were experiencing the joy of
learning.

One important consideration for
teachers: In order to have well-organ-
ized discussions, the teacher must first
teach the children to listen to one
another. Initially our discussions were
noisy, and because the kids didn’t listen
to one another they kept repeating the
same answers over and over, so we
wasted a lot of time. All the children
addressed their answers to me, the
teacher. I didn’t know what to do. I tried
to imagine myself in the students’ place.
Eventually one day I tried arranging the
desks so they were facing each other,
and I sat off to the side…. These days
the kids no longer repeat one another’s
answers. They have learned how to
listen.

I credit the change in my teaching
style to a professional development
course in Reading and Writing for Critical
Thinking. RWCT methods promote open
dialog between teacher and students,
allow people to express their opinions
and to disagree, and provide opportu-
nities for them to work together to find
solutions to problems and overcome
difficulties. I myself have also
changed—I’m less fearful than I used
to be, and I am happy to have col-
leagues observe my class. Now I enjoy
my work!

An earlier version of this article appeared in The
Power of Language and Knowledge About Language,
a collection of papers from the First Kazakhstan
National Conference on Reading  (pp. 44-47. Ed.
S. Mirseitova. 2001. Almaty, Kazakhstan: Center
for Democratic Education.)

Raya A. Bermakhanova is an Elemen-
tary school teacher at Parasat school
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I went up to Oral and asked him,
“Which side are you on? Which opinion
is closest to your own? Why did you
choose that side?” Apparently listening
to his classmates express and argue
about their viewpoints had helped Oral
define his own position. But he would tell
it only to me, very quietly.

Four or five days later we were
analyzing the text of a story called
“Two Friends.” And again I posed a
discussion question to the class: “Was
the batyr (Kazakh warrior) right in
going to the enemy camp to rescue his
friend?”

That day for the first time Oral spoke
up to answer: “I think that the batyr
saved his friend because this friend was
like a relative to him, like a brother.
Friends share everything, go through
everything together, so that’s why the
batyr went to rescue his friend.”

I could see both joy and terror shin-
ing in Oral’s eyes. His classmates heard
him out, supported him, helped him….
That day he was the leader of the class,
and he seemed to have broken through
some sort of barrier. From that time he
began to change dramatically. His
previous timidity disappeared; he
confidently joined in discussions,
expressed his opinions without hesita-
tion, and stood up for his views.

Why did this happen? I think it was
because I have always had a rule in
our class: There are no wrong answers.
Anyone can speak out freely and
express his or her opinion.

To give readers a sense of the class
atmosphere that results from this rule,
here are some of the other children’s
answers to the question about the
batyr.

“For your friend you’d give your life;
you’d go through fire. Because he’s the
one that’s closest to you.” (Bolat)

“It is better to have a hundred friends
than a hundred rubles. One old friend is
better than two new ones. Surely there’s a
good reason for these proverbs. That’s
why the batyr, without giving it a second
thought, went to rescue his friend.”
(Alma)

“What if the batyr died trying to save his
friend? Then the Kazakh nation would
lose two of its defenders. The warrior
should have thought about his nation. If
he died, who would save them?”
(Daniyar)
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