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Introduction 
It is no secret that innovative teachers 

who are just beginning to introduce prin-
ciples of interactive pedagogy into their 
practice have to face numerous challeng-
es: students reluctant to accept innova-
tions, colleagues looking skeptical, school 
administrators annoyed with the noise 
in the classroom. But there is one more 
difficulty all of us encounter: In order to
work in a new way, we must first learn to
think in a new way. How can we achieve 
this end? How can we help teacher-prac-
titioners change their own thinking, so 
that they approach new practices with 
an open mind and reconsider those they 
currently use?

Teachers at the school where I work 
also ask these questions and strive to find
answers to them. This article is about 
some of the answers we have already 
found, and about how our colleagues are 
working on their own professional think-
ing in response to change.

Mental stereotypes in teaching
One important term related to human 

thought and particularly to the structure 
of a teacher’s professional thinking, is 
mental stereotype. According to the RWCT 
glossary, a stereotype is a “simplified im-
age or notion of a social object or phe-
nomenon; it is emotionally colored and 
possesses a high degree of stability. In 
teaching it is a rigidly preset behavior of 
a teacher toward students” (Nizovskaya, 
2003, p. 22). Thus, a mental stereotype in 
teaching is an attitudinal component of 
a teacher’s thinking that determines his 
or her professional behavior.

In our country the realities of the 
Soviet period affected all spheres of social 

life, the methods of school teaching being 
no exception. These methods, in their 
turn, formed in the minds of many teach-
ers a mental stereotype of universal same-
ness: the same methods are used, and the 
same curriculum is delivered to everyone 
in the class, regardless of individual need, 
interest, or ability. One of the necessary 
conditions for the current transition to a 
qualitatively new approach to schooling 
and to new instructional content is to 
challenge this stereotype, which restricts 
the creative and professional develop-
ment of teachers.

On the surface, the solution seems to be 
very simple: Just change the methods, and 
the respective stereotypes will disappear 
by themselves. But in reality the problem 
is far more complicated. Discarding old at-
titudes is a long process. The interrelations 
between mental stereotypes and teachers’ 
practice may be illustrated by some ex-
amples from the experience of our School-
Lyceum #2 (Kyzyl-Kiya, Kyrgyzstan).

Traditionally a pilot institution for new 
educational programs, our school has 
been actively applying various interac-
tive teaching methods since 1999. Practi-
cally all teachers have mastered some 
interactive methods and strategies. But 
does that mean all of them have rejected 
the above-mentioned universal-sameness 
stereotype?

In 2001, I completed the Reading and 
Writing for Critical Thinking course. 
Back at the school, I shared what I had 
learned with my colleagues, and many 
of them were eager to see my lessons and 
asked many questions. To respond to their 
interest, I prepared a presentation of the 
RWCT program for teachers in our school 
and arranged a few workshops devoted 
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to particular educational problems. In 
the course of these workshops I became 
aware that, even while acknowledging the 
advantages of the new approach, many 
teachers continued to compare it with 
the traditional ones. Thus, in evaluative 
questionnaires filled out by my colleagues
after the RWCT presentation, I read:

• It is interesting, but does not quite 
agree with our customary idea of 
education. (bold added)

• I observe a discrepancy between the 
traditional and new teaching methods. 

• And what about the universally ac-
cepted approach to text analysis?

 Later, while trying to apply the new 
strategies in their own classes, these 
teachers obviously remained guided by 
habitual notions of the teaching/learning 
process and the teacher’s role in it. Here 
is a typical example of a teacher intro-
ducing the concept map to her elementary 
students. In accordance with principles of 
active and cooperative learning, her stu-
dents work in small groups, generating 
ideas and trying to elaborate their own 
ways of presenting the material, while 
the teacher, basically aware of her role in 
the process of group work, observes their 
work as a facilitator, listening to different 
opinions. But very soon she chimes in on 
the conversation in order to explain to 
the group her own vision of the concept 
map and how it should look. Reflecting
on the episode after the lesson, she is ab-
solutely sure she was in the right: “Yes,” 
she says to her colleagues, “working in 
groups is good for schoolchildren; they 
develop speech habits and learn to com-
municate with their peers. But with all 
participants having their own opinions, 
they will never find the correct answer, so
one of the teacher’s tasks during group 
work is to come up at the right moment 
and push them gently toward the answer 
that is expected from them.” Reviewing 
the situation, I came to the conclusion 
that, for many of my colleagues, old at-
titudes (in this case I know how to make 
the map, and I’ll teach my students how to 
do it correctly) become a hampering factor 
reducing the effectiveness of new meth-
ods and strategies. Can we help teachers 
who are willing to master new teach-
ing methods get rid of the professional 
assumptions of yesterday? Can we help 
them adjust their own thinking patterns 

to the new tasks? These were the ques-
tions asked by our school administration.

Our reasoning was as follows. Thought 
processes are studied by psychology and 
are extremely complicated, so to interfere 
with them one should possess special 
knowledge and special methods. More-
over, the very task set by school adminis-
trators—to change the teachers’ thinking, 
even through eliminating certain out-
dated stereotypes—would perhaps be re-
garded as an attempt to come back to the 
authoritarian school of the Soviet period 
which did try to “govern” the nation’s 
thinking. So, after a long discussion, we 
decided to focus our efforts on a task that 
we found more appropriate and manage-
able: creating conditions that would help 
the teachers themselves realize the neces-
sity of changing their own thinking, of 
dismissing old stereotypes. The diagram 
below is a graphical representation of the 
approach we used: 

Engage the participants in experiences 
that encourage them to rethink and 

challenge previously held professional 
assumptions. Use psychological tech-
niques to motivate the participants to 

revise their thinking stereotypes 

Employ methods and ways of conduct-
ing teachers’ meetings and workshops 

that encourage the participants to 
change their own thinking

Arrange teachers’ meetings and workshops

Teachers reflect on challenges to their pro-
fessional assumptions 

Practical application of ideas generated by 
the participants in the teachers’ meetings 

and workshops

Teachers’ reflection on their assumptions
about practice and on their effectiveness in 

accomplishing professional tasks

New level of teachers’ work

Work out a pattern of thematic interac-
tive teachers’ meetings and workshops 

devoted to relevant issues 

+

+
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As you can see from the diagram, in 
creating conditions to support teach-
ers’ reflection on their professional
assumptions we decided to concentrate 
our efforts on the implementation of 
concrete educational tasks. The first
step was to arrange teachers’ meetings 
and workshops aimed at accomplishing 
particular tasks; however, these were 
deliberately designed in a new format, 
using materials, methods, and tech-
niques that could help teachers gradu-
ally question and change their own 
thinking patterns. The changes were to 
be determined by teachers themselves, 
on the basis of their professional needs, 
temperaments, and moral and ethical 
beliefs.

Changes in thinking involve not 
only the rejection of old conceptions 
and “unwanted” stereotypes, but also 
the formation of new conceptions as a 
basis for a new behavior; thus, we also 
aimed at creating conditions for the for-
mation of new notions that would help 
teachers accomplish current profes-
sional tasks. 

Here is one example to provide an 
insight into the character and mechan-
ics of this work. Traditionally, the duty 
of analyzing students’ progress in our 
school was performed by the admin-
istration, which examined teachers’ 
reports and class books, studied the 
results of standardized tests, and regis-
tered progress dynamics for all classes 
and disciplines. This job took a lot of 
time and effort from administrators, 
while very few teachers realized the 
importance of the task. The analysis 
reports were presented at our monthly 
meetings: the bored teachers listened 
to long series of figures, some took
notes, others didn’t. In general, our 
colleagues’ attitude to the situation was 
one of indifference. 

To overcome this, we developed an 
original pattern of a teaching staff 
meeting where each teacher was given 
a chance to become an “acting admin-
istrator” and carry out the progress 
analysis. The meeting was arranged in 
the following way:

1. Teachers were divided into groups. 

2. Each group received two class 
books.

3. The task for each group was as follows:
• Using the class books, analyze the 

dynamics of student progress in 
particular disciplines;

• Discuss possible causes of the 
changes;

• Compare the progress data across 
the terms;

• Draw conclusions and work out 
recommendations for promoting 
progress;

• Evaluate the progress analysis 
procedure; 

• Make a presentation of the analy-
sis results for the teaching staff.

Just as we had expected, the presenta-
tions of our “research groups” were fol-
lowed by a lively discussion. Some teach-
ers remarked on the importance of the 
accomplished task for all the interested 
parties: for parents, who are interested 
in the effectiveness of school education, 
and for teachers, who have learned at 
first hand how complicated such ana-
lytical work is. Others made suggestions 
about how to improve the analytical 
procedures, and what instruments can 
be employed. As we found later, for some 
of our colleagues that meeting became 
the beginning of a conscious departure 
from an attitude of indifference to the 
instructional and evaluative policies and 
practices of the school. Their own par-
ticipation in the analytical work and the 
follow-up discussion helped them change 
their personal attitude to progress analy-
sis, and to recognize it as an important 
component of the teaching profession. 

Moreover, such interactive teachers’ 
meetings in our school have become an 
effective instrument for involving the 
whole teaching staff in the analysis of 
a particular situation or problem. Now, 
whenever we have an urgent matter, 
we often arrange for teacher teamwork, 
giving them responsibility for generat-
ing information, rather than merely 
being passive recipients of information 
created by others. 

Reflection: An essential component
in the development of teachers’ 
thinking

As the diagram shows, reflection,
or the teacher’s ability to evaluate the 
effectiveness of his or her own think-
ing regarding the performance of 
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professional tasks, plays an important 
role in our work aimed at the develop-
ment of teachers’ professional thinking. 
“Pedagogical reflection is the process of
becoming aware of one’s prior activity, 
one’s own emotional condition, successes 
and challenges, means and instruments 
employed, problems encountered, and 
solutions found, a way from emotion 
to analysis of the pedagogical activity” 
(Nizovskaya, 2003, p. 21). In order to 
help our colleagues engage in pedagogi-
cal reflection, we suggested using Peter
Senge’s left-hand column (Senge, 1990).

 
What I think 
while saying 
what I say

What I say

The technique is appealingly simple 
(i.e., reconstruct verbatim what you 
said in a particular conversation, write 
down your own words in the right col-
umn, then fill the left column, and an-
alyze your comments), but it allows the 
thinker to delve more deeply into his or 
her own mental processes, and hence 
to identify the communication problem 
and find a way to its solution. With
some practice, it can also be effectively 
used in communication planning. 
Today, many teachers at our school 
apply the left-hand-column technique 
while elaborating lesson plans. It works 
as follows: At the planning stage the 
teachers identify potentially problemat-
ic moments where deviations from the 
main topic can be predicted to happen. 
Here is an example of a typical devia-
tion: When explaining an issue that al-
lows various approaches, or a problem 
that has more than one solution, many 
teachers (especially those who know 
their subject backward and forward) 
tend to forget about time limitations 
and the learning task in view, and try 
to give a detailed account of all pos-
sible approaches to the matter. Time 
runs out, the lesson plan goes to pieces, 
the students do their best to follow the 
drawn-out explanation, but many 
eventually give up. To avoid such a 
discouraging situation, teachers should 

attempt to identify where in the lesson 
such teacher-dominated digressions are 
likely to occur, and be prepared with al-
ternative strategies for making the stu-
dents aware of the optional solutions. 
This can be done using a modification
of the Senge technique: You write down 
in the left column your own thoughts 
concerning the anticipated disconcert-
ing moment, and in the right one, 
wording that you believe will best allow 
you to communicate what is necessary 
for the students to accomplish the cur-
rent learning task. Here is an example 
from a math teacher’s lesson plan:

I think that… I’ll tell my students 
that…

A standard solution 
for this system is by 
substitution . . . 

The use of the 
Cramer’s rule is 
also possible, but 
it is too difficult for
some students at 
this level . . .

Or we may ap-
proach the problem 
differently . . . Or 
use the following 
solution . . .

The substitution 
method is not the 
only possible solu-
tion for this system. 
There are some oth-
er approaches, but 
I would like you to 
find them independ-
ently . . . (Suggest 
possible directions of 
the search)

As a result of such specific strategiz-
ing, teachers point out that they are 
now planning and conducting their 
lessons with more confidence. The left-
hand-column method helps them con-
sider controversial points in advance, 
and use these moments to activate 
students’ thinking without digressing 
from the learning task at hand. In the 
above example, the left-hand-column 
technique enabled the teacher to op-
timize the learning process; instead of 
expanding on the numerous possible 
solutions, the teacher initiated inde-
pendent, creative student work.

There is also a second important result 
of the reflective activity: The feedback ar-
row on the diagram indicates that reflec-
tion upon their own mental processes 
makes teachers strive to adjust their own 
thinking—that is, having realized what 
mental stereotypes hamper the accom-
plishment of the current professional 
tasks, they consciously try to abandon 
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these stereotypes. Just a few years ago an 
ineffective lesson was, for most teachers, 
a cause for frustration—“I’m a complete 
failure! I can’t use the new methods effec-
tively” (stereotype: I didn’t succeed—hence 
I can never succeed). Now the reactions 
have notably changed. “Maybe the strat-
egy I employed was not the best choice… 
Perhaps at this level it would be better to 
use…” That’s what you will most likely 
hear from my colleagues when they feel 
they have not reached their goal for the 
lesson. This also demonstrates a shift of 
attitude: People are ready to learn from 
their own failures and mistakes; they are 
beginning to search for and try out new 
solutions for the old dilemmas.

Vertical and lateral thinking 
in teaching

Along with teachers’ meetings and 
workshops, which were intended to help 
teachers gain insight into their own 
professional thinking, we arranged a 
special training session on the Principles 
of Lateral Thinking, demonstrating differ-
ent types of human reasoning. The aim 
was to promote the psychological literacy 
of the teaching staff and to introduce 
techniques for activating unconventional 
thinking. We focused on the ideas of Ed-
ward de Bono, a world-renowned author-
ity in creative thinking, innovation, and 
the teaching of thinking as a skill. 

Here is an excerpt from a text used in 
our workshops.

Why is some people’s activity always rich 
in new ideas, whereas that of others, also 
educated people, remains futile? Since the 
times of Aristotle, logical thinking has been 
praised as the only effective way of reason-
ing. However, the utmost subtlety of new 
ideas makes us doubt that all of them have 
come from logical reasoning. Some people 
have a different way of thinking, and it is 
easier for them to generate original ideas. It 
is often called unconventional or lateral 
thinking. According to Harry Alder, a well-
known U.S. psychologist, it may be defined
as horizontal thinking, whereas logical 
reasoning may be defined as vertical or 
conventional thinking. The term lateral was 
first suggested by Edward de Bono, who also
set up the main principles of lateral thinking 
(materials translated from the site http://
www.superidea.ru).

The following legend provided by 
Edward de Bono in The Use of Lateral 

Thinking (De Bono, 1967) was cited in the 
course of the training session, to illus-
trate the difference between vertical and 
lateral thinking.

A merchant who owes money to a money-
lender agrees to settle the debt based upon 
the choice of two pebbles (one black, one 
white) from a money bag. If his daughter 
chooses the white pebble, the debt is can-
celed and the girl remains with her father; 
if she picks the black pebble, the debt is 
still canceled, but the moneylender gets the 
merchant’s daughter. However, the money-
lender “fixes” the outcome by putting two
black pebbles in the bag. The daughter sees 
this and when she picks a pebble out of the 
bag, immediately drops it onto the path 
full of other pebbles of different colors. She 
then points out that the pebble she picked 
must have been the opposite color of the one 
remaining in the bag and suggests looking 
at it. Unwilling to be unveiled as dishonest, 
the moneylender must agree and cancel the 
debt. The daughter has solved an intractable 
problem through the use of lateral thinking.

The training encouraged the partici-
pants to activate fresh and innovative 
approaches to their thinking and to 
discard old habits of mind that often 
become obstacles on the path to educa-
tional innovations.

At the same session we introduced the 
participants to various visual organizers 
that can assist a thinker to optimize the 
mental process—diagrams, tables, maps, 
etc. (Alder, 2003, p.123).

These activities proved to have a 
beneficial effect on the teaching/learning
process. Having observed and practiced 
a number of applications for lateral 
thinking, our teachers began to use its 
elements in their own classes and in their 
individual work with students.

In the past, the usual pattern of work-
ing with difficult students in our school 
was always the same: The supervising 
instructor of the class invited the student 
for a talk and administered a rebuke. The 
reasoning behind this kind of education-
al work was very simple: “The more we 
say to our students, the more they im-
prove; each conversation with a teacher 
is educationally valuable and affects the 
student’s behavior” (a deep-rooted stere-
otype in teaching). Unfortunately, endless 
admonitory talks didn’t work and only 
annoyed the intended beneficiary. After
the lateral-thinking training, some of our 
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teachers have started to use an entirely 
different approach. While talking to a 
difficult student, they try first to help him
or her figure out the cause of the conflict,
and then encourage the student to look 
for an optimal escape from the dilemma. 
In most cases such an unconventional 
(for our educational system) solution 
turns out to be more effective than the 
traditional one.

What we gained from 
the work on our own thinking

Of course we are not going to assert 
that due to our efforts aimed at creating 
conditions for the development of teach-
ers’ professional thinking, all our col-
leagues have abandoned the old mental 
stereotypes and have started to think in 
a new fashion, employing only original, 
unconventional solutions in all problem-
atic situations. Even if such changes were 
possible, they would hardly be consist-
ently positive for the teachers and their 
students. However, we can state that our 
work has already yielded some results of 
practical significance, both for the accom-
plishment of concrete educational tasks 
and for the realization of school goals.

These results are:

• The school has found suitable solu-
tions for particular educational/or-
ganizational problems.

• An effective instrument for handling 
such problems has been created (an 
interactive teachers’ meeting, where 
the whole teaching staff is involved 
in the analysis of a problematic situ-
ation).

• The teachers consciously work on be-
ing reflective about their professional
thinking; when needed, they employ 
unconventional solutions. 

There are also indirect results, which 
do not manifestly ensue from our work 
on our own thinking, but are related to 

it in various ways: The use of innova-
tive teaching methods has become more 
proficient; the creative potential of our
teachers has been enhanced; we are 
publishing a school journal; and we 
have created a number of unique teach-
ing manuals, among them collections of 
lesson plans and teacher books that are 
well-known to many colleagues in our 
country.

On the whole, our experience suggests 
that by helping teachers work on the de-
velopment of their own thinking, school 
administrators can significantly con-
tribute to the personal and professional 
growth of their staff. The development 
of thinking is a process that cannot be 
confined “to the mind of a single person
(be it a teacher or a student), but requires 
like-minded colleagues” (Garayeva & 
Rahmanjanova, 2003, p. 47). That is 
why, working to accomplish this momen-
tous task, we are trying to incorporate the 
efforts of all participants in the teaching/
learning process.
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