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Yury Vasilyev

When I hold a new issue of
Thinking Classroom/Peremena in
my hands, I am always amazed
by the amount of work that has
gone into its creation. So many
people have invested time and
effort to make this journal popu-
lar around the world! Now I would
like to tell you about a related
activity here in my part of the
world, in the small town of Kyzyl-
Kiya in the south of Kyrgyzstan:
a school journal devoted to criti-
cal thinking, published by me and
my colleagues.

I will start with some back-
ground information. For the past
three years we have been holding
workshops here based on the in-
ternational program Reading and
Writing for Critical Thinking
(RWCT). More than one-third of
the teachers in our school have
been through this training. Many
have found the new program very
appealing. They enjoy attending
the sessions and have imple-
mented RWCT methods and strat-
egies in their classrooms. But at
some point we began to ask our-
selves, “What’s next?” After all, the
development of critical thinking
cannot just be stopped. How could
we—and our students—continue
to develop our capacity for reflec-
tion? Could we ourselves create
new formats for doing so? Such
questions bothered not only the
teachers, but also the students:
“Will our teachers just go on feed-
ing us the same old cinquains,
clusters, and group work? Will
there ever be anything new? Could
we apply these new methods in

everyday situations, not just in
class?” Our newly liberated
thoughts had given rise to a stream
of questions, which made many
of our colleagues uncomfortable.

 A solution appeared quite un-
expectedly. One of the students
suggested a joint teacher/student
publication devoted to the devel-
opment of critical thinking. So this
really was a grass-roots inspira-
tion! The students worked out the
details on their own and then pre-
sented the idea to the faculty.
Many teachers were quite
skeptical, as publishing a journal
is a difficult and time-consuming
business. The teachers pointed to
Peremena as a model, and re-
minded us that such a publica-
tion is very difficult to sustain.
However, the students’ enthusi-
asm forced us to reconsider. Even-
tually the first issue of our jour-
nal, Island of Critical Thinking, was
published. The title reflects our
initial conception of the journal
as a kind of “island” where every-
one can freely express his or her
views: on developing critical
thinking and on education in gen-
eral; on specific lesson plans; and
on the overall reforms taking
place in our school.

From the very beginning, the
creative team at the helm of the
journal strove to make the publi-
cation truly a joint venture, not
just in theory but in practice. We
elected an editorial council headed
by two editors-in-chief, one repre-
senting the teachers and one rep-
resenting the students. These two
editors share equally in defining
the contents of each issue. They
discuss matters of presentation,
style, and revision of articles. The

other members of the team, both
students and teachers, write the
news items and articles, conduct
interviews, and collect material for
specific departments. General
policy decisions—what events and
issues should be reflected in the
journal—are made collectively by
the entire editorial council.

Here is an example of a piece
published in Island of Critical
Thinking.  The author, 11th-grader
Dinara K., addresses a common
school problem, the use of “cheat
sheets” (crib sheets):

We might say that there are two
types of cheat sheets: “mindless”
and “thoughtful.” The mindless
ones are copied straight from the
textbook, while the thoughtful
ones are compiled carefully, includ-
ing only the important ideas, in a
concise and convenient form.
What goes into writing a thought-
ful cheat sheet? Students describe
the process like this. First they care-
fully study the material in ques-
tion. As a rule, they already basi-
cally understand it, so the problem
is how best to organize it for oral
presentation or for an essay test. If
all the material is arranged cor-
rectly on the cheat sheet, construct-
ing the test answers will be rela-
tively simple. Students usually
write down some basic ideas, an
overall plan. Or they may devise a
scheme to present what they know
best in the best possible way. How-
ever, the surprising thing is that
after putting together a thoughtful
cheat sheet, the student discovers
that he or she no longer needs it.
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The process of preparing the notes
has made all the pieces fall into
place in the student’s mind. So dur-
ing the exam the cheat sheet just
serves as a kind of lucky charm—
it stays safely tucked in a pocket,
making its owner feel confident of
his or her knowledge….

Does this sound exceptional to
you? It certainly is in this part of
the world—until recently no
school paper would have been
allowed to print such ideas. But
now, in our Island of Critical Think-
ing, we can. The very principles
on which it is based are openness,
impartiality, and objectivity—
democratic approaches.

When a teacher begins to think
critically, sooner or later his stu-
dents do, too. That is what hap-
pened, for example, in the class
of Tatyana A. Kolesnikova, a
teacher of history and head of the
school debate club. She and her
student Mirgul wrote the follow-
ing about debate:

T.K.: Developing debate skills,
which means also developing criti-
cal thinking, is heavily dependent
on research skills. Debaters need to
support their arguments with cor-
roborative evidence or proofs.
Sometimes simple logic or simple
examples suffice. But often you
need to look further for supporting
information, consulting books,
newspapers, journals, the Internet.
How can you find your way through
the abundance of information and
choose what you need? You simply
can’t do it unless you know how to
evaluate the many streams of in-
formation flooding in on us from
all directions …. Another important
skill in debate is listening to what
others say. Not just hearing them,
but actually listening to them….

Debate also requires oratory skill….
But you cannot learn to speak elo-
quently and effectively until you
have learned to think clearly.
M.: “You learn a lot from debate!”
This is one of the principles of our
club, and it certainly holds true. I
really feel that I have learned to
think more freely, to speak more
precisely and with greater detail.
When you work on your presenta-
tion, you automatically learn new
vocabulary connected with your
theme. And you learn to present
your ideas so that others can un-
derstand them.

This example shows how teach-
ers and students collaborate in
authoring articles for the journal.

After our first issue of Island of
Critical Thinking, we started think-
ing about how to engage our
readers in a dialogue, how to
motivate them to work with us.
We decided to use “Editor’s Ques-
tions”—questions posed at the
end of particularly interesting ar-
ticles. An editor’s question is de-
signed to draw the readers’ atten-
tion, to emphasize certain points
in the article, and to elicit a re-
sponse from readers, perhaps
even a submission for a future is-
sue. In our experience, these ques-
tions have been effective.

We also conducted a survey of
our readers, which helped make
us aware of their needs and led
us to introduce some changes.
The journal now has a new for-
mat (preserving the best elements
of the old one), its graphic qual-
ity has been considerably im-
proved, the print run has in-
creased, and the content reflects
the best our school has to offer
in the areas of education and
critical thinking.

Nevertheless we do have our
problems. The editorial council
has been criticized for not ex-
panding our focus. People tell us,
“You should not just stew in your
own juices; you should make this
journal a town-wide publica-
tion.” We agree completely that
the time has come to take the
journal to the next level. But this
raises the problem of how to or-
ganize student/teacher collabora-
tion throughout the entire town.
We plan to undertake a serious
study of this problem in the near
future.

In the brief lifetime of Island of
Critical Thinking, we have learned
a lot, we have accomplished a lot,
we have gained experience in pub-
lishing, and we have refined our
vision of the journal’s future. Some
may ask, “Why do you spend time
on this? What good is it?” My an-
swer is that we are not doing this
for fame or glory—we are doing it
because it is important, because
we enjoy it, and because the whole
school benefits from it. This is our
way of contributing to education
reform, not awaiting instruction
from above, but responding to the
needs of the times.

Yury Vasilyev is a physics
teacher and Deputy Director
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Kyzyl-Kiya, Kyrgyzstan, and
is also an RWCT project
trainer. E-mail
vasilievu@rambler.ru.
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