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Many students, maybe even
most of them, expect the
teacher to present informa-

tion, give them correct answers, pro-
vide instruction, and make class
interesting. Even if these expectations
do not quite suggest that students view
themselves as “objects” for the teacher
to manipulate, there is no denying the
passivity expressed here. It is as if,
from the very beginning of school, the
student accepts the role of follower and
leaves the role of leader to the teacher.

“What is so bad about that?” you
may ask. After all, such a relationship
between teacher and student is quite
natural. The difference in age, knowl-
edge, experience, and social status
determines these positions, this kind of
relationship. And if the student trusts
the instructor—and the instructor, in
turn, respects the student’s right to
make mistakes—this arrangement
takes us a long way on the road of
knowledge.

And still we want something more. I,
for one, would rather not lead my
students. I prefer to walk alongside
them, helping them discover their own
opportunities and options. In this
relationship the students assume a
more active role. To foster such rela-
tionships, teacher educators need to
present the educational process as
something developmental, to help
teachers realize that the student is a
subject, an active participant in the
learning process, and not the object of
instruction. For most teachers, and for
students as well, this perspective repre-
sents a radical change.

Whose Goals Are These, Anyway?
Sergei Lysenko

The Moldovan Summer Debate
School, which I help to organize, is
attempting to effect such a change in
perspective. This camp, established by
the National League of Pre-University
Debate, brings together the best high
school debaters in Moldova to improve
their skills and compete with one
another. Two years ago we instituted a
new program with the underlying goal
of “helping students recognize the
importance of being proactive in life.”
We sought to achieve this goal through
a number of concrete activities that
have been carefully worked out and
analyzed by the participants.

On the first day of camp, the stu-
dents begin writing a “Plan for Per-
sonal Development.” The children set
their own goals, predict outcomes, and
work out criteria for evaluating their
successes. To create this plan, we ask
students to:

1) list the things (in debate) you feel you
know well and are able to do well

2) list the things you would like to
learn, or would like to be able to do
better

3) choose the things on the second list
that are most important to you

4) Formulate goals for yourself accord-
ing to the following criteria:

• Is achievement of this goal meas-
urable?

• To what degree can I control its
achievement?

• Have I stated the goal in positive
terms (“I will…” as opposed to “I
will not…”)?
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Using this process, each participant
formulates three or four personal goals.
The most frequently stated goals in-
clude learning to play by the rules,
overcoming fear of public speaking,
constructing rigorous arguments and
counterarguments, being able to win or
lose gracefully, becoming more knowl-
edgeable, learning to express ideas
more concisely, and making new
friends and acquaintances.

In addition to the Plan for Personal
Development, participants in the
Summer Debate School are asked to
evaluate each activity and each day of
the program in terms of its contribution
to the achievement of their goals (for
example, Which of today’s activities
was most helpful in realizing your
goals? What problems have you en-
countered?). The personal note in these
questions helps the program organizers
and teachers assess the usefulness and
efficacy of each activity from the
students’ point of view. Moreover, it
gives the students an opportunity to
reflect on their experience in terms of
their own values and goals.

Our initial experience with the new
structure for the camp has given us a
lot to think about. Many participants
found it difficult to formulate specific,
measurable goals or to chart their own
progress toward a goal. It is interesting
to note, however, that at the end of the
summer a clear majority of the partici-
pants felt that they had achieved most
(70%–90%) of the goals they had set for
themselves.

Teachers trying to implement new
learner-centered strategies should be
aware that students most likely will not
be able to formulate their concrete
personal goals on the spot. Goal-setting
should be viewed as a developmental
process continuing throughout the

year. Students should be asked to
specify concrete goals or expectations
for any given topic of study. The
teacher can help students in this re-
gard, offering a variety of possible
aims, so that the teacher and student
can work together to set goals. Students
also need to be taught to analyze their
progress toward the goal.

Initially explicit goal-setting may
elicit a negative reaction from students.
“I won’t write down my goals because
then you will expect me to meet them.”
In this phrase we hear the implication,
“I don’t want to take responsibility.”
We have to respect a student’s right to
refuse; it means he or she is not yet
ready to accept responsibility. In this
case the teacher is faced with yet
another problem—changing the stu-
dent’s attitude.

It is important for teachers and
students to periodically revisit and
readjust their goals. The teacher can
help a child recognize his or her
achievements, progress toward the
goals, and—if necessary—reflect on any
failures. Failures may be connected with
an unrealistic goal, or external circum-
stances, or a lack of personal effort.
These reflections can become the basis
for updating the goals and strategies.

I believe that students have difficulty
seeing themselves as active agents
because this role is a new experience
for them. In fact, many adults have
trouble seeing themselves as capable of
initiating change. We need to become
conscious of our own underlying atti-
tudes toward whatever we do—or will
do—in life. School is a good place to
begin: Ask students to reflect upon the
goals they bring with them to their
studies, what they can do to realize
their goals, and how they can decide if
they are moving in the right direction.

Sergei Lysenko teaches history at
Svetoch Lyceum (Chisinau, Moldova),
heads the Chisinau Debate club, and
coordinates Debate activities among
Russian-speaking students in
Moldova. He is a trainer in Moldova’s
RWCT program.

I, for one, would rather
not lead my students.

I prefer to walk alongside
them
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