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UKRAINIAN STUDENTS’ VIEWS ABOUT CIVIC EDUCATION AND TEACHING AND LEARNING ABOUT CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES
In Ukrainian schools teachers have different opinions about creating conditions in lessons to enable students to discuss controversial issues. It has become customary in some forms, and students like it a lot, but sometimes teachers continue only to put forward their own ideas and conclusions to students. Nevertheless, the answers by Ukrainian students show that today the majority of them understand how important and useful this way of learning is and that it makes them equal partners in discussing the public issues of real ‘adult’ life. 
1 Tanya Stetsyak, aged 14, Grade 8, Secondary School No 2, Kopychyntsi, Ternopil oblast (western Ukraine)
Last year a new subject was added to our school schedule. We were surprised by its name at first: ‘Learning to be citizens’. Then a question arose, why add another subject when we are overloaded already. But now we look forward to each class when our civic education teacher comes and we learn a new interesting topic. Our initial opinion about the subject changed and I felt that this subject is a key to independent adult life, unknown to us. So, when another subject, Street Law, was introduced, I couldn’t wait for the first lesson.
In civic education classes I can express myself freely; I analyse different life situations, try to develop my opinions and understand my feelings, learn to avoid conflicts with my parents and friends. I learnt and heard lots of interesting things and it made me look ahead into the future.
As the old Ukrainian saying has it, to live a worthy life is not as simple as going over a field. I do agree. We don’t know what we can be faced with tomorrow. It is very difficult not to make mistakes, but we can try to avoid them. Parents can’t continue to help us always and friends might not be able to give advice; so, one should achieve important life goals independently. Even now, at this young age, we should set ourselves aims to work towards and achieve. A person without faith, aim, hope, love and plans is not a person as such and this individual exists rather than lives a real life. It’s so nice to finally achieve something that you’ve been striving for and moving towards irrespective of anything. But we should remember that life is ‘colourful’; there is a place in it for good and evil. Each day around us there is pain and happiness, tears and laughter, victories and defeats, love and hate, friendship and hostility.
I have learnt to be tolerant and it is crucial for normal relationships with people; to see something good in every person; and, most importantly, to value friendship.
Civic education is like an alter ego for me. It helps me in everyday life. Now I look upon the world, people, everything around me from a different perspective. I’ll try to achieve my aim and I believe that my dreams will come true because I want it and do what I can to make this happen. I want every citizen to have faith, hope and love in their hearts. 
2 Grade 11 students (humanities profile) from Secondary School 22, Sevastopol City, Crimea (southern Ukraine)  
Victoria Tarasenko
This is the second year that I’ve been studying civic education (CE). In Grade 10 we used the textbook We are citizens of Ukraine and now, in Grade 11, we are following Civic education (Fundamentals of democracy’. We learn about important and controversial issues. I first discovered critical thinking for myself as a technique of putting questions and finding answers. Before I used to interpret this phrase as a negative evaluation of something.

I like it when we discuss political issues openly. I am aware that in soviet times adults, let alone children, couldn’t freely discuss or express things that did not match the official policy of the Communist Party and the Soviet State.

I think that one optional subject in civic education for (mainly upper) secondary humanities students is too little. Generally speaking, issues that are important for society should be introduced in primary grades, or even at pre-school age. Because one can’t learn in the family only. Society is developing rapidly and dynamically and the views of older generations can play the part of restrictive negative stereotypes. Of course, there are values in the classical sense of the word which we learn from parents, in the family, at home. But also needed are the efforts of all subject teachers and CE teachers in particular, as they can provide comprehensive education to improve the quality of life further.

Anatoliy Yakhno

In my opinion, it is impossible unfortunately to allocate more time in the curriculum for CE teaching as students should to be trained in subjects which they will later need to enter university. Although things that we learn in CE classes are necessary for every person in their everyday life. I feel more prepared to adult life because I have certain ‘ammunition’ against unnecessary stress, conflicts with people around me and especially with authorities.

Anna Slyadneva  

When we had our first lesson I was a bit confused as to why we need it because we know some part of it already. But later I realised that thanks to civic education I find it easier to relate to other people, both my peers and adults. It is as if I’m learning of some tools to communicate with authorities. I’ve become more interested in political news, whereas earlier they seemed not to have anything to do with me.

I believe that lessons about tolerance and conflict resolution are especially relevant. Sadly, only few CE lessons have practical activities to go with them.

3 Grade 10 students from Secondary School 22, Sevastopol City 

Yulia Golovan described her impression of CE in verse
Із курсу «Громадянин»

Я зрозумів , що не один

Існую я людському морі.

В громаді, наче в добрім хорі,

Почесне місце є для всіх - 

І для дорослих , і малих

І для жінок, й чоловіків,

Для бідняків і багачів.

У світі є закон один:

Людина-це громадянин!
(Translation: The course ‘Citizen’ helped me to realise that I am not alone in the sea of people. In the community, like in a good choir, there is an honorable place for everyone: for adults and children, men and women, the poor and the rich. There is one truth in life, ‘A person is a citizen!’)

Our form studied this subject in Grades 8 and 9 with textbooks Learning to be citizens and We are citizens of Ukraine. They became our guides in many social and personal situations. Unfortunately, other people in our age group did not study civic education. This was noticeable when we met at joint activities to discuss controversial issues in public life. We very keen to learn about new and different concepts. We talked about various issues, expressed different ideas, argued even. But that did not spoil our relationships; on the contrary, we were active listeners and did things. We would continue to debate controversial issues even during breaks.

Tetyana Petukhova

One of the most exciting types of lessons in CE was working in groups of four to six students. It made it possible for the more shy ones to have their say, even if they knew or could do less than others. It’s like they had an opportunity to pluck up their courage. I’m glad that we had CE in our form. But I would prefer it if videos were used during lessons.

Yulia Chystosh

When we were starting this course our class did not even expect that we would be spending our time in such a useful and interesting way. The lessons were so exciting that were did not want to miss them, even when we were sick.

4 Maryana Zabytko, aged 16, Grade 10 student from the boarding school in the mountain village of Strilky, Starosambirskyi rayon, Lviv oblast (western Ukraine)
We consider controversial issues while learning the History of Ukraine course. Our teacher encourages students to analyse our history from a critical perspective and cites John Tom who commented on the historian’s role as very unpleasant since he has to destroy myths which simplify or distort generally accepted interpretations of the past and this role makes him similar to an ophthalmologic surgeon who specialises in removing cataracts. This critical view of historic process opens our eyes to other opinions which may sometimes be awkward and rejected by the majority but which still should be recognised.

For example, my friends and I were interested in the following controversial issues: Was there an alternative to the Bolshevist coup in Russia in 1917? Was the Great Famine during 1932 and 1933 in Ukraine provoked by the Soviet government to a large extent?
This academic year a new course about ‘Debates at school’ was introduced at our school. It is  very interesting. Now I have some skills that help me to develop my own opinion about events and phenomena and defend it. I learn to listen and hear; pick out the key points in what the teacher or a class mate says; to discern strong and weak points made by the speaker.

I hope to study history at university after I finish school. To achieve this objective, I need an in-depth knowledge of history, the Ukrainian language and literature and, in particular, I should have the skills for working with controversial issues.

5 Students from Gymnasium 18, Lutsk City in Volyn oblast (north-west Ukraine; project pilot school)
Olga Yatskiv, Grade 9
Switch on your radio or TV. You are sure to find at least one channel where one of the following topics is being discussed: religion and how correct it is; politics; economy and its development strategies; abortions; euthanasia and suicide; animals and people: which are the slaves and which are the masters; global warming and carbon dioxide footprints. These issues have become so common that we even discuss them at school during lessons and in extra-curricular sessions. Of course, it is helpful for us as students, as our views on such issues are gradually developing. Besides, it often happens that a point of view may be imposed: for example, our geography teacher usually spends a double lesson telling stories about everything under the sun but not the new topic. Moreover, it often happens that she argues that her opinion is the right one and other people should agree with it absolutely. This applies to Ukraine’s relations with foreign countries, its access to EU, NATO, WTO and many other matters.

At the same time we have well-argued debates at English language lessons which involve students and the teacher. Everyone has the right to express his or her opinion and listens to other views without being afraid that his/her view may differ from the views of the teacher and that the teacher may give a bad mark for it. No, such things don’t happen during English classes. As a rule, we talk about Buddhism, reincarnation, the understanding of God in different religions, vegetarianism, genetically modified foods, poverty in the third world countries, etc. We enjoy it because, first of all, we learn to speak freely and confidently about any topic; secondly, we are not afraid of saying what we think; and thirdly, we are acquiring a huge amount of knowledge. And it’s only thanks to the fact that teachers understand that students are the same as other people who can solve problems and deliberate them.

Iryna Kruk, Grade 9
I am really glad that in subjects like history, biology, Ukrainian and foreign literature, English and Ukrainian, students have an opportunity to touch upon global issues, express their opinions about them and, generally, broaden their world outlook. For example, we learn about global issues like genetic engineering and natural disasters not only in geography and biology lessons, but in English classes as well. It proves that our teachers have a good knowledge of current problems in public life and can deliver information to students about them and listen to students’ opinions.
I’d like to finish by saying that I’m happy that at school I have an opportunity to discuss things with my class mates, solve controversial issues and learn about challenges facing mankind. Because thanks to such work we can feel we are an integral part of the Universe and, being a part of it, try to make it better.

Anastasia Yecheyinaya, Grade 10
I think that school is not just a seat of learning where a young person obtains knowledge and information about the surrounding world. This is also a place where future members of society learn to live, make a choice and prepare for the future. Our lives are full of strange things and events. Every person has their own convictions, prejudices and hopes for future life, but sometimes we become confused in our thoughts and are in need of advice. We can always find such advice at school, in lessons or extra-curricular activities. During social science classes we look at the politics of Ukraine, a young state on the global political map. We hold debates on various topics, argue own opinions and try to persuade others.

There is a multitude of controversial issues to be discussed, but in our school most attention is given to AIDS. According to statistics, Ukraine is in first place for the number of HIV-infected people, sadly for us. The problem is that young Ukrainians know very little about this fatal disease and that’s why they have been careless. In my opinion this is a good example of how schools should deal with such topics, which are often unpleasant but present urgent concerns for society.

Vasylyna Mosiyevych, Grade 11
In our gymnasium we discuss such topics as abortion, religion, environmental issues, school policy, vivisection, relationships between teenagers. Each lesson may give a rise to some issues that provoke discussion. We are learning to listen to the opinions of other people, look at controversial issues from different perspectives and analyse them. We consider such classes very important as they develop our civic awareness, which is especially relevant at a time when Ukraine is establishing itself as an independent state.

Besides, we are learning a specialised course ‘Individual and the World’ which focuses on essential human values and relationships between people. Each person has a right to express their own opinion; the teachers listen attentively and they organise discussions rather than dictate their ideas.

In our medical studies we watch popular science films about abortion, euthanasia, bad habits, and attitude to people with disabilities. Then we talk about our own behavior in similar situations while trying to put ourselves in the shoes of somebody else. It does bring us closer together and helps us to understand each other. Even in English lessons we talk about issues related to the environment, global warming, destruction of the ozone layer, cutting down of forests, acid rain, and extinction of rare animal species. Now we are confident that we could participate in an international conference even, because we’ve mastered the special English terminology and learnt a lot of new things about these issues.

It seems some of the problems are covered rather superficially and racism is one of them. Fortunately, it is not a very urgent problem in our oblast but we would like to find out more about it since many students from our form will move to other cities to do their university degrees and they want to know more about racial discrimination. We would like to discuss politics too, in order to develop clearer views and attitudes to the political situation in the country.
6 Margarita Serednyak, Grade 10 student, City Legal Lyceum, Dnipropetrovsk City, Dnipropetrovsk oblast (eastern Ukraine),
I study at the legal lyceum and it goes without saying that law is my major subject and I spend quite a lot of time learning it. Law can be regarded as an exact science in a sense; as it has precisely defined rules and it’s impossible to imagine a normal society without them.

I think that my fellow students and I are luckier than other young people who go to ordinary schools. Every day, in addition to learning usual subjects, we are trained to think, formulate our own ideas about the world around us, seek innovative ways of solving a task and not just an everyday answer; we are trained to see advantages and weaknesses in every situation and approach it from different sides.

Every teacher of my lyceum has hi or her own opinion on any issue but they empower us to choose one that best matches our world outlook and is correct for us. We learn about many subjects which help us to develop our own attitude to the world and our personal attitude to controversial issues. For example, in the subject ‘Fundamentals of ethics and morals’ we talk about basic moral values, moral experience and moral standards of mankind.

The Ukrainian language teacher encourages us to think about issues like religion, the state of affairs in society today, development of our motherland and the meaning of life. We write essays on moral and ethical topics. In ‘Safety basics’ classes lyceum students talk about the environment (pollution, ozone holes, global warming, advantages of traditional medicine over alternative remedies, bad habits, sex, alcohol, smoking and drug problems, AIDS). I suppose that these issues are not given enough attention, but they’ll become globally urgent soon.
In addition, we have debates in the lyceum when we raise such controversial issues as environmental pollution, legalisation of drugs, corruption, and euthanasia. At such lessons the students are divided into two groups: a ‘for’ group and an ‘against’ group. In this way we learn to approach a problem from different angles and find its positive and negative aspects.
David Royle, International Team Leader, Cambridge Education, is contactable at 
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PAGE  
5

