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ABSTRACT

This project investigates the impact of writing-to-learn practices on the critical 

thinking skills of first-year students in a graduate teacher preparation program in 

the Kyrgyz Republic. For this purpose, multiple writing-to-learn strategies (such 

as Focused Freewriting, Loop Writing, Private Freewriting, Writing in the Zones, 

Dialectical Notebooks, and others) were integrated into the academic writing 

course instruction. The analysis of student responses at the beginning and end of 

the course demonstrated a movement from general statements towards richer re-

sponses with ‌evidence of perspective taking, metacognitive reflection, and synthe-

sis. Additionally, student reflections revealed that writing-to-learn practices provid-

ed space to overcome writing anxiety, organize and analyze thoughts, and engage 

more deeply with the course material. The findings suggest that integration of writ-

ing-to-learn practices into a course design facilitates the development of critical 

thinking skills and also promotes a safer, more supportive learning environment 

where students feel more comfortable taking intellectual risks.

1  CRITICAL THINKING

1.1  Why Critical Thinking is Important

Critical thinking skills are essential in higher education. 1 Mastering these skills al-

lows learners to move beyond mechanical memorization and instead apply knowl-

edge in new situations, making informed decisions based on analysis and evi-

dence. Additionally, as part of twenty-first-century skills, critical thinking is essential 

for success in both personal and professional lives,2 as well as a core component 
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of promoting democratic values in rapidly evolving global communities,3 enabling 

individuals to become reflective citizens who make rational judgments based on 

evidence. 4 The skill of processing and sifting through relevant and irrelevant data 

becomes especially important in a world filled with enormous amounts of available 

information 5 and AI-generated materials. Thus, besides helping learners to suc-

ceed academically, thinking critically empowers them to navigate complex life situ-

ations and engage in more responsible and reasonable decision-making processes 

that affect their daily lives, professions, and communities locally and globally.

1.2  Defining Critical Thinking

When defining critical thinking, it is important to consider that it is not a single 

skill, but rather a set of higher-order skills and thinking processes that are devel-

oped through regular application and practice. Ennis (1989) defines critical think-

ing as “reasonable reflective thinking focusing on what to believe or do”. 6 Building 

on this broader definition, Thomas-EL (2025) provides a more detailed description 

of critical thinking skills, pointing to individual higher-order skills involved in crit-

ical thinking, such as “...the ability to analyze evidence, create connections, and 

evaluate solutions,” and “...to think logically, build hypotheses, and understand in-

formation in a balanced, rational way.” 7 He also emphasizes that critical thinking is 

“the type of reasoning we use to ask questions, find answers, and most important-

ly, apply these answers to challenges facing us in our lives.” 8 Another important as-

pect associated with critical thinking skills is metacognition, which allows learners 

to reflect on and assess their understanding and self-awareness. 9 As a result, crit-

ical thinking skills allow students to make their own decisions based on evidence 

rather than memorize ready-made answers.10 These skills also enable learners to 

evaluate the quality of their own positions from different perspectives and change 

them if necessary. 11 

1.3 H ow to Teach Critical Thinking

Critical thinking skills are not innate and can be developed through curriculum and 

instruction. It is quite evident that educators need to possess a high level of critical 

thinking skills themselves in order to model and teach them effectively. 12 Moreover, 

Cole et al. (2015) claim that teacher awareness of critical thinking and specific ped-

agogy greatly affects students’ learning outcomes. Through their research, Cole et 

al. concluded that educators need instructional guidance on how to integrate criti-

cal thinking into their lessons. Similarly, Williams (2005) argues that teachers play 

a crucial role in student critical thinking development. Therefore, it is essential to 
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include specific training in teacher education so that they are able to demonstrate 

effective critical thinking and apply appropriate approaches and strategies for their 

students’ higher-order thinking growth.13 

To address the question of how to teach critical thinking skills, Ennis (1989) 

identified four approaches: general, infusion, immersion, and mixed-method ap-

proaches. These approaches vary in the extent to which subject-matter content is 

used and how explicitly ‌critical thinking skills are taught. The general approach fo-

cuses on teaching critical thinking skills independent of the course content, e.g., 

through a dedicated course and subject content becomes secondary; the infusion 

approach involves explicit teaching of critical thinking skills within the course 

content; the immersion approach entails implicit integration of critical think-

ing instruction through a well-thought-out course design that promotes the de-

velopment of critical thinking skills as a result of the subject being learned; the 

mixed-method approach combines the general approach with either infusion or 

immersion approaches, e.g., the course consists of a combination of sessions that 

are focused around the course content and either more explicit or implicit criti-

cal thinking instruction and sessions that are solely focused on critical thinking 

development and may incorporate some other content. 14 Research (e.g., Golden 

2023; Williams, 2005) emphasizes that it is imperative for educators to model 

critical teaching through their own practice, especially when it is taught indirectly, 

i.e., implicitly. However, the immersion approach, which involves implicit critical 

thinking instruction, was found to have the lowest effects on student critical think-

ing growth. 15 Moreover, other researchers also believe that explicit instruction is 

more effective compared to general or implicit approaches and results in better 

long-term student outcomes.16 Furthermore, Williams (2005) claims that critical 

thinking skills are developed more effectively not in isolation but when infused with 

content. 

Although there is still debate in the literature about which of the teaching ap-

proaches listed by Ennis (1989) is more effective, research identifies many teach-

ing strategies that can be utilized across all four approaches. Among those are 

group work and collaboration,17 questioning techniques,18 class discussions and 

debates,19 inquiry-based learning activities,20 research-based activities,21 authen-

tic problem-solving,22 role-plays,23 and writing practices and assignments.24 These 

strategies may be used separately or in combination, supporting each other. For 

example, a research-based activity may be focused on an authentic problem and 

can be scaffolded through the use of questions, individual and group work, discus-

sions, and writing, which can complement any activity. It is also worth noting that 

merely using these techniques does not guarantee that students’ critical thinking 

will improve. The common agreement among researchers is that the development 

of critical thinking skills also requires a safe, supportive environment in which stu-
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dents are actively involved in the learning processes and feel comfortable enough 

to take intellectual risks. 25

While many of the strategies listed above may facilitate critical thinking devel-

opment, writing-based learning practices hold a prominent role. Scholars such as 

Emig (1977) and Elbow (1983) have long argued that the process of writing allows 

students to slow down, explore their ideas, and make their thinking visible, which 

creates opportunities for revision, reflection, and critical engagement with the 

ideas. Furthermore, regular short in-class writing assignments are claimed to fos-

ter deeper thinking about the course content and promote building a mental habit 

that involves analytical and synthetic thinking, allowing for more active student en-

gagement. 26 In fact, as opposed to one final written assignment, a series of smaller 

scaffolded writing tasks that allow for regular revision are claimed to lead to the 

development of a complex skill set such as writing and critical thinking. 27 Addition-

ally, writing techniques help practice reasoning, inquiry, and reflection, while also 

strengthening the course objectives and sparking curiosity and creativity through 

critical engagement with the material. 28

2  CONTEXT

2.1 R egional Educational Context

Despite wide recognition of the importance of critical thinking skills, supporting 

graduate students with the development of such skills still poses challenges, es-

pecially due to students’ previous educational backgrounds. 29 This challenge is 

particularly pronounced in post-Soviet contexts, such as Kyrgyzstan, which has in-

herited the “teacher/expert approach” from the Soviet education system. 30 Even 

with the positive educational reforms since the Kyrgyz Republic gained its inde-

pendence in 1991, the legacy of the Soviet education system still lingers thirty-four 

years later. Although current educational standards are competencies-based and 

are also targeted at promoting higher-order and critical thinking skills,31 many ed-

ucators still use heavily teacher-centered classrooms, where teachers lecture and 

students listen and take notes, which are later memorized and regurgitated. 

Additionally, reading and analyzing texts in various subjects across the curric-

ulum, as well as producing generative writing that investigates one’s own think-

ing about learning material, is a commonly neglected teaching methodology in 

post-Soviet contexts. This is a legacy of Soviet teaching methods, which required 

students to read lengthy texts with little to no engagement with the ideas or rea-

sons behind them, to rewrite the texts, and to memorize them to be fact-tested by 
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the teacher. 32 In some classrooms, there is still only one unquestionably correct 

“answer” transmitted to students through an authoritarian teacher figure. 33 This 

might be due to the backgrounds of educators who were not taught critical thinking 

skills at schools or universities, and who were not trained (or sufficiently trained) 

in critical thinking pedagogies. All this results in students at all educational levels 

struggling to engage with the learning material on deeper levels, leading to under-

developed critical thinking skills and a lack of critical reflection on the information 

received, as well as its practical application to real-life situations.

2.2 P rogram Context

This project was conducted in a graduate teacher-preparation program. The usual 

population of the program is pre-service and in-service educators who teach at 

schools and universities in Central Asia and beyond. They have varied experiences 

in teaching, education, and academic skills. The vast majority of students have re-

ceived their education in ‌post-Soviet countries and thus come from backgrounds 

of rote learning. Skills such as questioning, interacting with texts, analysis, eval-

uation, critique, reasoning, and decision-making based on evidence were likely 

neither regularly taught nor supported at ‌the schools and universities where they 

studied. As a result, it is quite challenging for these teacher-students to study in a 

program that encourages them to reflect, conduct research, and problem-solve. 

This led me to consider integrating critical thinking instruction explicitly into the 

courses I teach (particularly for first-year graduate students) using writing-to-learn 

practices.

2.3 C ourse Context

The course this project focuses on is an academic writing class; the first in a series 

of research-related classes. This course aims to prepare students for an academ-

ic research course that students take in their second semester, and thus, beyond 

basic writing strategies, I decided to integrate writing-to-learn practices that en-

courage critical engagement with texts. I should also mention that our program 

has six semesters over two years, meaning that we have a summer, fall, and spring 

semester. Spring and fall are online with a one-week face-to-face intensive, while 

summers are fully offline. This design allows for in-service teachers to study and 

work at the same time.

The academic writing class is a two-credit course that is required for all year-

one students in their first semester, which takes place in the summer. Within this 

course, students attended five face-to-face sessions. The students who took this 



27Alisa Alybaeva E xploring the Effect of Writing-to-Learn Practices

course this year are of various ages, ranging from mid-twenties to forties. They also 

have varied teaching experiences. Some have previous degrees in pedagogy, while 

others do not have any formal education in teaching. Additionally, English is a for-

eign language to all of them.

3  WRITING-TO-LEARN PRACTICES USED IN THE COURSE

The course employed a range of writing-to-learn techniques designed to foster crit-

ical thinking skills and deeper engagement with texts and ideas. Even though it was 

a very brief course, each session introduced several writing-to-learn practices, such 

as Private Freewriting, Focused Freewriting, Pointing, Dialectical Notebook, Loop 

Writing, assigned roles reading, Writing in the Zones, Process Writing, and peer re-

view (see the sequence below). I will proceed to describe some of the practices and 

provide some screenshots of the slides and worksheets with the tasks.

	 Day 1	 Private Freewriting; Focused Freewriting (FFW); Double-Entry Journal

See Figures 1, 2, 11

	 Day 2	 Private Freewriting; Peer Revision; FFW; Loop Writing; Dialectical Notebook

See Figures 1, 3, 5, 11, 12

	 Day 3	 Private Freewriting; Loop Writing; Writing to Read in the Zones

See Figures 1, 6, 7, 9a

	 Day 4	 Private Freewriting; Writing to Read in the Zones Cont’d; Peer Revision

See Figures 1, 9b, 9c

	 Day 5	 Private Freewriting; Text Rendering; FFW; Assigned Role Reading; Process Writing

See Figures 1, 4, 8a–8d
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	 Private Freewriting	 Private Freewriting is “a nonstop writing, synchronized writing and thinking, or 

stream-of-consciousness writing.” 34 It is a five to ten-minute writing that is not 

shared with anyone and is aimed at grounding students, 35 providing them with an 

opportunity to put their worries and thoughts on paper so that they can better fo-

cus on the class. See Figure 1. 

	 1	 Screenshot of Google Slides with Private Freewriting task

	 Focused Freewriting	 Focused Freewriting (FFW) is a short in-class writing in response to a teacher’s 

prompt or question that is shared with peers, instructor, or the whole group. 36 It is 

“reflective, probative, speculative writing, free written yet focused, that explores a 

term, problem, issue, question open endedly.” 37 FFW can be used for multiple ped-

agogical purposes; for example, as a springboard for a focused class discussion, as 

a way to engage with readings, and to reflect on processes. 38 See Figures 2–4.

	 2	 Screenshot of Google Slides with Focused Freewriting task, Session 1

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

Private Freewriting

ddoonn’’tt  edit, don’t worry about what you write—jjuusstt  wwrriittee
                                                                IItt’’ss  pprriivvaattee  

WWrriittee  whatever comes to your mind

GGooaall : center ourselves, prepare for the work

 If you need to, write a single word over and over 
until the next thought comes. Just write...

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

FFW:

What are the consequences of 
teachers expecting students to 
always know the right answer?
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	 3	  Screenshot of Google Slides with Focused Freewriting task, Session 2

	 4	  Screenshot of Google Slides with Focused Freewriting task, Session 5

	 Loop Writing	 Loop Writing is “a sequence of interconnected focused Freewrites that aim to ap-

proach a single topic or inquiry from a range of different angles.” 39 It can be used to 

structure longer pieces of writing, generating more content that can be revised and 

polished. It is recommended to order prompts that will encourage more explorato-

ry kinds of writing first and then progress to more critical writing. 40 See Figures 5–7.

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

Think of a moment when you did not participate at 
school or when you were labeled as “struggling,” 
“lazy,” or “difficult”.

- What was really going on for you at that moment?
- What do you wish your teacher had seen or done?

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

Focused Freewrite

Make a list of needs and skills one needs 
to be able to comprehend academic texts
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	 5	 Screenshot of Google Slides with Loop Writing task, Session 2

	 6	 Screenshot of Google Slides with Loop Writing task, Session 3

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

Loop Writing:

1. What is one belief you have about how students learn 
or do not learn?

2. Add one clarification to say what you do not mean:   This 
is not to say that….

3. Add a restatement of what you mean:   In other words, …

4. Summary/result:   Ultimately, …

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

Let’s write a paragraph
Look back your writing. Use the ideas to write a paragraph:

1. Topic sentence: What do I believe about this idea?

2. Commentary: Why do I believe this? What examples or logic support 
my thinking?

3. Integration of the quote from Kohl (2004)

4. Metacommentary: What do you want the reader to 
understand about this quote? 
5 Metacommentary: How does this quote support or challenge 
my idea (in sentence 1)
6 Conclusion: Based on what I’ve said in sentences 1-5, what 
logical conclusion can I make? 
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	 7	 Screenshot of Google Slides with Loop Writing task, Session 3

	 Process Writing	 Process Writing is “a practice of using writing to step back from an activity and as-

sess how that activity is going.” 41 It is used for metacognitive purposes to promote 

autonomy and deeper understanding. 42 I used reflective prompts throughout the 

course to help students track how certain activities affected their learning and un-

derstanding, and also in the last session to collect student feedback on the writing-

to-learn activities. See Figures 8a–8d.

	 8a	 Screenshot of Google Slides with Process Writing task, Session 5

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

Using Direct Quotes from Dialectical 
Notebooks

Look back at column 1 and the quote you chose:

1. Why does this quote stand out to me?

2. What do I really mean by that?

3. How would I explain this to someone who disagrees?

4. Why does this matter for teachers or learners?

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Reflections

 - How has writing helped you understand your own 
learning and thinking?

- What was the most memorable writing activity for 
you? Why?

Private Freewriting; Focused Freewriting; Responding to passages; Focused Reading: 
Double-Entry Journal; They say/ I say; Writing to Read in the Zones; Dialectical 
Notebook; Assigned Roles Readings; Loop Writing
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1	 Writing activities helped me realize that before I was too overwhelmed with buzzing 

thoughts. But when it came to the activities we were required to write in sections it 

helped me to organize my thought and derive deeper thoughts within the specific 

theme. The second thing is it helped me realize that when I speak first imagining 

that I’m retelling a story to my friend or a teacher, it works better with paraphrasing.

2	 The most memorable writing activity for me were:

•	 Private free writing – for making me write despite anything

•	 loop writing – for analysis and synthesis

•	 Reading and writing in zones – for making me focused only on one specific 

topic, to be productive and effective without distractions to any other thoughts.

	 8b	 Sample of a student’s reflection, Session 5. Originally written by hand. All punctuation, spelling, and 
grammatical features are preserved as in the students’ original work.

2	 The most memorable writing activity for me was Private Free Writing. Before I have 

never practiced this type of writing. Why was it meaningful to me? Because every 

day I could reflect on some personal topics. For example, as I am away from my 

family, in my private writing I reflected my feelings and how I miss my family. Or I 

also reflected on my achievements. This type of exercise was a kind of mindfullness 

activity where I could talk to myself through writing dealing with some challenges 

and achievements.

	 8c	 Sample of a student’s reflection, Session 5. Originally written by hand. All punctuation, spelling, and 
grammatical features are preserved as in the students’ original work.

	 -	 Generally I am writing some paragraphs of a paper and reading articles almost ev-

ery day. So most key academic concepts were familiar to me. But after our course, 

I realized the importance of writing by hand. After our free writing activity in each 

class, I had some kind of free space in my mind. I put all of thoughts that were wor-

rying me into the paper and it helped me to focus on the rest of the class.

	 -	 I loved reading in zones activity. It led to a better understanding of the idea from 

the text and improved my synthesizing skills. I remember at first it was tough 

to reflect on the quote from the circle, but zone by zone I got engaged with the 

activity as it helped me take a look at the quote from different perspectives. It also 

helped me in combining two sources. My growth area is the ability to logically and 

coherently synthesize ideas from different sources as I usually just list ideas. This 

activity helped me to expand my growth area.

	 8d	 Sample of a student’s reflection, Session 5. Originally written by hand. All punctuation, spelling, and 
grammatical features are preserved as in the students’ original work.
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	 Writing in the Zones	 Writing to Read in the Zones is “an adaptable activity that invites students to exam-

ine a text from several angles and to spatially organize their thinking on the page.” 43 

It can be used to scaffold students’ thinking and promote a deeper understanding 

of the material. I used it as a tool to dive deeper into the ideas of articles that stu-

dents read and to help them find connections between them (see Figures 9a, 9e). 

After completing the zones, students used their responses to work with the quotes 

and write a synthetic paragraph with the help of Loop Writing prompts 

(see Figure 9f).

	 9a	 Screenshot of Google Slides with Writing to Read in the Zones, Session 3

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

1 

2 

3 

4 

A significant quote 

What are some ideas/thoughts about 
this quote? 

 
 

first believe the quote from 1 (why do 
you agree?) and then doubt it (why 

do you disagree?) 
 

 
Why is the quote significant? 

Why does it matter for teachers or 
learners? 

 
 

How can you connect  this quote with 
some ideas from the first text that we 

read? What memories, experiences 
come to your mind as you read and 

write? 
 

Writing to Read in the Zones

 
Read over what you’ve written. 
What’s the central thing you’re 

noticing or saying about the quote? 
Sum up this main point in a sentence 

and write it in the rectangle. 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 9b  Sample of a student’s Writing to Read in the Zones work, Session 3

 9c  Sample of a student’s Writing to Read in the Zones work, Session 3
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 9d  Sample of a student’s Writing to Read in the Zones work, Session 3

	 9e	 Screenshot of Google Slides with Writing to Read in the Zones, Session 4

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

Writing to Read in the Zones (1)
Paraphrase the quote you wrote 
in the central oval

Look at Zone 4, 
Paraphrase the second quote 
that is connected or contrasted 
to the central quote

How do these quotes support 
each other? Offer different 
perspectives?

Reread your writing. Underline 
something important.
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	 9f	 Screenshot of Google Slides with Writing to Read in the Zones and Loop Writing task, Session 4

	 Assigned Role Readings	 Assigned Role Readings is a collaborative writing-to-read activity that enables 

learners to approach texts from different angles. I used it as a scaffolding tool that 

can help analyze the text through various lenses. See Figure 10.

	 10	  Screenshot of Google Slides with Assigned Role Readings task.

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

Writing to Read in the Zones (2)
Look at the rectangle,
This is your topic sentence. 
Revise it if necessary
First Idea (from Duckworth or 
Kohl) - Paraphrase, citation, 
metacommentary
Second Idea (from Duckworth or 
Kohl) - Paraphrase, citation, 
metacommentary

Conclusion: synthesize or raise a 
further question

Commentary: what is the 
relationship between the two 
ides?

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

Assigned Role Readings

Group 1
Key Concepts; 

Definitions

Group 2
Key Sources that 

the authors rely on

Group 3
Substance of the 

reading

Present your findings on a flipchart
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	 Double-entry Journal	 Double-entry journal is a note-taking tool for learners to interact with texts. They 

can respond to passages, quotes, or ideas from texts by writing down their first 

thoughts, making connections to their experiences or other texts, and asking ques-

tions. See Figure 11.

11  Screenshot of a Double-Entry journal worksheet, Session 1

	 Dialectical Notebook	 A dialectical notebook is an activity that allows students to “interact with a difficult 

text and with one another as a mode of critical thinking.” 44 Students write a quote 

or a passage from a given text, leave a comment or a question, and pass their page 

to a classmate to respond to the comments and questions left before. The proce-

dure is then repeated as many times as necessary. The final stage of the activity 

usually involves synthesis or final reflection. See Figure 12a.
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	12a	 Screenshot of a Dialectical Notebook worksheet, Session 2

	12b	 Sample of a student’s Dialectical Notebook work, Session 2
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	12c	 Sample of a student’s Dialectical Notebook work, Session 2

	12d	 Sample of a student’s Dialectical Notebook work, Session 2
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	 Peer Revision	 Peer Revision is a collaborative strategy in which students share their written work 

to give and receive feedback. This feedback is then used by students to revise their 

writing. 45 It is helpful for students to analyze someone else’s work to see the 

strengths and weaknesses, to practice giving constructive feedback, and to learn 

from each other. In my academic writing course, we have gone through several 

rounds of peer revision processes throughout the course. It was organized in a 

gallery walk format but also as a chain passing. See Figure 13.

	 13	 Screenshot of Google Slides with Gallery Walk aimed at Peer Review/Revision

	 Text Rendering	 Text Rendering is a collaborative reading strategy that “provides a way of speaking 

about a text using the words of the text itself.” 46 In this sequence of classes that I 

describe in the project, I asked the learners to select the most significant or mean-

ingful word, phrase, or sentence from the text to read it out loud as a way to share, 

synthesize, and bring the author into the room through different voices.

SLIDESMANIA.COM

Slides by Alisa Alybaeva

Gallery 
Walk

11

44

SSttiicckk  yyoouurr  ppaarraaggrraapphh  
ssoommeewwhheerree  iinn  tthhee  
ccllaassssrroooomm

CCoolllleecctt  yyoouurr  ppaarraaggrraapphhss
--  RReeaadd  tthhee  ccoommmmeennttss  aanndd  ttrryy  ttoo  
iimmpprroovvee  tthhee  ppaarraaggrraapphhss
--  NNoo  ccoommmmeennttss??  IItt’’ss  OOKK  --  DDoo  nnoott  
wwoorrrryy::))    --  GGoott  ssoommee  iiddeeaass  ffrroomm  ootthheerr  
ppaarraaggrraapphhss??   TTrryy  ttoo  uussee  tthheemm  ttoo  
iimmpprroovvee  yyoouurr  oowwnn  ppaarraaggrraapphh..

22 33
GGoo  aarroouunndd,,  rreeaadd  aatt  
lleeaasstt  33  ppaarraaggrraapphhss PPeeeerr--rreevviieeww   aannaallyyssiiss

--LLeeaavvee  aa  ccoommmmeenntt::
  
--WWhhaatt  wwoorrkkeedd  wweellll  iinn  tthhee  
ppaarraaggrraapphh??
--WWhhaatt  qquueessttiioonnss  ddoo  yyoouu  hhaavvee  
ttoo  tthhee  aauutthhoorr??
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4  COURSE OUTCOMES

While I was collecting some of the students’ work during the whole course (see Fig-

ures 9b, 9c, 9d, 12b, 12c, 12d), to measure the effects of writing-to-learn practices 

on their thinking, a pre- and post-assessment method was used. At the beginning 

of the first (Session 1) and last (Session 5) sessions, I asked students to write in re-

sponse to a Focused Freewriting (FFW) prompt on chosen passages from the texts 

that we read during the course. The FFW prompt was the same for both excerpts: 

Write in response to this passage. What does it make you think about in your own learn-

ing or teaching? The first passage came from Eleanor Duckworth’s essay “The Vir-

tues of Not Knowing” (1976), while the passage that students responded to in the 

final session was from Peter Elbow’s essay “Teaching Thinking by Teaching Writ-

ing”(1983). The passages were assigned for the given session; that is, Duckworth 

(1976) was assigned for session 1, and Elbow (1983) was assigned for session 5. 

The work that I collected in this project was anonymous, hence cannot be traced 

back to particular students. As a result, I analyzed the development of critical think-

ing of this group of students in general.

The Critical Thinking Assessment Rubric developed by the Organisation for Eco-

nomic Co-Operation and Development, 47 as part of the Centre for Educational 

and Innovation (CERI) project, was used for analysis. This rubric was developed 

through international cooperation among educational institutions in 11 countries 

to help educators across disciplines and in diverse educational contexts to more 

explicitly integrate the instruction and assessment of creative and critical thinking 

skills. 48 The Critical Thinking Assessment Rubric 49 is open-access and includes prac-

tical, easy-to-use criteria that align well with the types of writing produced in this 

study, making it an appropriate tool for analyzing student work. 

 The rubric allows for assessing the Process and Product. Since I was not fully 

documenting the Process, I only used the Product criteria. It “refers to a visible final 

student work.” 50 Although not specifically stated, it might be summarized that the 

Product rubric assesses the ability to identify and present your position, connect 

and synthesize your reasoning with “alternative theories or perspectives,” evaluate 

and support it with good evidence, as well as reflect on and question your posi-

tion on a given topic. 51 There are four measurement levels of “effort in exercising 

critical thinking” in the Product rubric: 1–Dormant, 2–Emerging, 3–Flourishing, 

and 4–Outstanding. 52 Accordingly, the highest level of critical thinking is scored 

as 4 and refers to the Outstanding descriptor, and the lowest level is scored as 

1–Dormant descriptor. 53 Additionally, I was paying attention to student language 

that could signal analysis, evaluation, synthesis, and reflection.
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Eleven students participated in the course. One student was absent on day one 

and therefore did not complete the pre-assessment activity, resulting in 10 respons-

es on day one. However, this same student was fully involved in all the subsequent 

sessions, including session five, which resulted in 11 responses. Overall, day one 

responses were mostly on level 2 (Emerging) of the OECD Product rubric (7 out of 

10), with some students on level 3 (1 out of 10) (Flourishing), and a few being on 

level 1 (Dormant) (2 out of 10). While some students could personalize the topic (2 

out of 10) and synthesize information from various courses they had completed to 

present their position (1 out of 10), most students (7 out of 10) presented general 

positions towards the ideas in the passage, providing some analysis, evaluation, 

and evidence or elaboration in support with limited synthesis, various perspective 

taking, reflection and personalization (levels 2 and 3 of the OECD Product rubric). 

For instance, one student wrote,

Agree with the statement. Teachers should know how to evaluate and im-

prove their students’ knowledge not only collect right answers. For exam-

ple, [teacher asks students] when World War II started. And students say 

1939. It is a right response. But do the students know the causes or prob-

lems…?... how students figured out the right answers often more important 

than the right answer itself (Session 1, R4).

Another student repeated Duckworth’s point with minimal elaboration or analysis,

Here we can notice that the real facts that we know require no decisions 

and [they are] automatic. But in some situations even if we know the right 

answer, we get confused and it takes us more time to come up with the 

right idea (Session 1, R7).

Another response read,

When students in the classroom know the right answer immediately after 

they were asked, the process of learning is becoming predictable and [los-

es] its value. It is better for teachers to create learning environment where 

students do not know the right answer and need to figure it out and find 

the answer by themselves. This knowledge will go to the life-long memory 

(Session 1, R5).

While this student evaluated and analyzed the problem to state the general posi-

tion, there is no reflection, synthesis, or personalization. 
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By session five, however, there is a movement from level 2 (Emerging) respons-

es to level 3 (Flourishing) responses (6 out of 11), with only a few (2 out of 11) 

remaining at level 2 (Emerging) and with several being at level 4 (Outstanding) (3 

out of 11) (according to the OECD rubric). Most students presented richer respons-

es that were more personal and reflective, often connecting broader contexts with 

personal or professional experiences, and considering different perspectives. For 

example, one student wrote,

This passage totally resonates with my learning and teaching experience. 

…the fear of doing something wrong restrains us from thinking creative-

ly. While studying at school, earning my bachelor’s degree and sometimes 

even [here], I used to think that some ideas that I generated do not align 

[with the] norms which is why I denied them and made myself think in a 

conformist way. But over time, I am realizing that the fear of being wrong 

restricts my imagination and my capacity. And while teaching I noticed that 

some students also face this dilemma. I guess nurturing the culture and 

celebrating non-conformist, brand-new, and original ideas will help stu-

dents get rid of the habit of fear to do something wrong (Session 5, R3).

Another student reflected on their learning journey, making connections to the the-

ory that they had studied previously in the semester,

Throughout my learning journey I’ve always had a fear of looking silly or 

making mistakes… I know that it shows how fixed-mind[ed] I am but it’s 

difficult to struggle with… (Session 5, R11).

Another student linked Elbow’s ideas to their personal experience and teaching 

practices,

In my teaching context, I have encountered many cases [when] students 

block themselves just because of the fear to seem foolish… The worry of 

insignificance of their work or incapability to complete the task, makes stu-

dents vulnerable and hinders their skills. Teachers should provide a space 

where students can feel comfortable to share their ideas… (Session 5, R9).

It is striking that while the prompts for both Duckworth and Elbow were the same 

and asked students to write what the given passage makes them think about in 

their own learning or teaching, most responses on the first day present rather 

general statements about education, rote learning, and what teachers should and 
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should not do (8 out of 10). In contrast, most responses from day five (10 out of 11) 

are deeply personal and contain I, my, and my own, showing great improvement in 

metacognitive and reflective aspects. To sum up, even though there were only five 

sessions that introduced students to using writing-to-learn practices to promote 

critical thinking, noticeable shifts in student writing and thinking can already be 

observed. A lot of students moved away from general thoughts and statements 

towards more critical and personal engagements with the ideas.

5  STUDENT PERSPECTIVES

In their reflections (see Figure 8a for prompts; Figures 8b–d for sample student 

responses), students expressed very positive opinions about writing and its effects 

on their learning. Among those, they described writing as a tool to structure their 

thoughts, analyze and synthesize information, which leads to better understand-

ing. Students noted an emotional dimension of writing practices that helped them 

maintain focus, overcome fear, build confidence, and reflect on personal and pro-

fessional issues. Students also pointed out that collaborative writing and peer re-

vision allowed for a different way to communicate with peers and helped them 

see various perspectives on the topic and learn from each other. Moreover, several 

students started to think about how to use similar writing practices with their own 

students, suggesting possible transfer of some of the writing-to-learn techniques 

into their practice (see table on the following page for student quotes).

Interestingly, the most memorable activity for students was Private Freewriting. 

They highlighted that it helped them overcome a fear of an empty page and start 

“writing despite anything” (S1). It also gave them a space to reflect, put their wor-

ries on paper, and focus on the lesson. One student described Private Freewriting 

as a “mindfulness” (S10) tool, and the other one called it “a holiday from thinking” 

(S7). Several students also mentioned Loop Writing as a useful tool for analysis 

and synthesis, while Dialectical Notebooks were described as a “powerful” practice 

to communicate with peers and receive feedback.
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Emerging Topics 	 Student Quotes *

Focus; 

Organization;

Analysis;

Understanding

	 S 1	 We were required to write in sections. It helped me organize my thoughts and 

derive deeper thoughts.

	 S 3	 I loved reading in zones activity. It led to a better understanding of the idea from 

the text and improved my synthesizing skills.

	 S 6	 the most memorable activity was loop writing to synthesize.

	 S 9	 It helped me…to think deeper, to analyze whatever I learn and the way I learn. 

…writing with step-by-step instructions kept me structured, focused and fast 

because of the time limit.

	S 11	 I have more time to think, then I write my thoughts and in this way I understand 

the information better. …I liked to write about a specific topic, explore it in depth, 

and generate ideas.

Emotional and 

Personal Dimensions

	 S 2	 it was only for myself, that’s why I didn’t have any fear…

	 S 3	 I put all of thoughts that were worrying me into the paper and it helped me to 

focus on the rest of the class

	 S 5	 we tried to explore our thoughts

	 S 7	 The more I write, the freer my memory gets. It feels like a holiday from thinking.

	 S 8	 these activities…helped me remove psychological barriers

	S 10	 I could reflect on some personal topics…This type of exercise was a kind of 

mindfulness activity where I could talk to myself through writing, dealing with 

some challenges and achievements.

Perspectives, 

Collaboration;

Feedback;

Revision

	 S 2	 feedback from others helped me a lot during my writing … Responding to 

passages and getting feedback on my own writing [was useful for me].

	 S 3	 it helped me take a look at the quote from different perspectives.

	 S 4	 We had dialectical notebook, when we were silently writing than passing it to 

others and they were contributing with their thoughts and ideas. This was so 

powerful because we have been like discussing topics through writing.

	 S 5	 it helped realize that we have different opinions even when we have one quote

	 S 9	 When I write, every time, I come back to my writings, I identify my mistakes and 

drawbacks, and it helps my learning and thinking.

Future Implications 	 S 5	 It makes me think how I can apply these strategies to my classes with my students.

	 S 7	 This course helped me not only with my own writing but also have ideas how I 

can improve my student writing…I will definitely practice it by myself and with my 

students.

* All punctuation, spelling, and grammatical features are preserved as in the students’ original work
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6  CONCLUSION

This project investigated how writing-based practices may foster critical thinking 

development of first-year students of a graduate teacher preparation program. The 

analysis of student responses shows a noticeable shift in student writing – from 

stating and restating general comments to deeper critical connections to person-

al and professional experiences. While such data is not generalizable due to the 

limited number of classes and sample size, the course outcomes and student re-

flections highlight the positive impact of writing-to-learn activities on developing 

habits of learning and thinking by providing students with tools to promote this 

development. This is especially significant within the context of the participants’ 

educational background being influenced by the former Soviet Union educational 

system. In the future, I plan to continue using the writing-based practices with the 

same group of students in other courses within the program to track their progress 

as critical thinkers and reflective practitioners.
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