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Section 4: Problem - Solving and Goal Setting19 

 
Problem Solving and Goal Setting 
Transitioning into college life can be difficult for some freshman students simply because of 
the onslaught of important (life-changing) decisions that they must make in a short amount 
of time. The goal of a peer mentor is to help students through these tough decisions by 
giving them the skills they need to decide on their own. When a student is facing a 
difficulty, the first appropriate step of action is finding the source of the problem. There are 
three main conditions that contribute to the source of these difficult decisions: 
 
Ɇ Gaps ɀ lack of information, knowledge, or skill 

Ɇ Barriers - ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÂÌÏÃËÉÎÇ Á ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ 

Ɇ Unknowns ɀ new problems that a student has no past experience in 

 

Once the problem has been identified, it is necessary to develop a desirable outcome (goal). 
In order to get to that goal, it is up to the peer mentor and the student to assess the 
problem and determine a plan of action to reach the goal. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Developing the Goal 
 
There are four main strategies to keep in mind when developing a goal for a student. 
 
Relevance 
When constructing goals, it is important to keep them relevant to the individual student. 
Many students face pressures from parents, friends, and employers to pursue certain areas 
of study in college; other students simply do not know which direction they want to take 
when ÔÈÅÙ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÃÏÌÌÅÇÅȢ 4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÎÅÅÄÓ 
and desires are considered when constructing his/her goal. If a goal is irrelevant, then 
there is no point in pursuing it actively. 
 
 
19 Adapted from Steven C. Ender, Fred B. Newton; Students Helping Students: A Guide for Peer Educators on College 
Campuses; John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 2000
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Positivity 
Students are sometimes overwhelmed by the idea of having a semester-long goal set in 
front of them; therefore, it is vital to put a positive spin on the goals set before them in 
order to encourage them toward success. When a student sets a goal for better grades, it is 
more constructive to focus on how to get Aȭs and Bȭs instead of how to avoid getting Ds and 
Fs. In the end, the goal is the same, but the manner of achieving the goal is set in a more 
positive light, which often gives the student more hope. 
 
Clarity 
Once a general idea for a goal has been developed, it still needs to be fine tuned to the 
student. Work out the details with the student; consider all aspects of the goal and the work 
needed to achieve it. Once the goal has been decided upon and clarified, write it down so 
the student will have a concrete reminder of where he/she wants to end up. The process 
for ÁÓÓÅÓÓÉÎÇ Á ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÇÏÁÌÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÁÄdressed in the Assessment section of this chapter. 
 
Attainability 
Goals would be worthless if they were easily attainable; this is why the goal must push 
students further than they have gone before, but not too far. The ideal goal will cause 
students to learn and grow in order to reach the goal. An unattainable goal will simply 
discourage students and possibly mar their entire academic career. An effective way to 
ÅÎÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÇÏÁÌ ÉÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÒÅÁÃÈ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÒt small and build from there. Work 
with the student to determine how much is too much, and also use your own judgment to 
determine how big of a load the student can handle. 
 

ASSESSMENT 
 
A vital step in helping a student achieve his/her goal is to assess the problem and 
determine how to get the student to ÔÈÅ ÇÏÁÌȢ "Ù ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÏÔ ÏÆ Á ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ 
problem, the peer mentor can effectively prescribe a plan of action that will allow the 
student to achieve their goal. There are five basic strategies that will help in determining a 
ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÒÏÏÔ problem in an issue. 
 
Open-ended Questions 
Ask the student open-ended questions about the problem; allow him/her to open up and 
discuss various factors that may play into the entire equation. It is important that the 
student is allowed to process this information to its fullest extent so that the mentor can  
effectively determine the problem from all contributing angles. 
                     
Follow Up 
If the student hints at certain subjects that seem to play a more vital role in the root 
problem, encourage him/her to elaborate and put more thought into it. Focus his/her  
attention and processing power on what potential causes for the problem may be. 
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Paraphrase and Summarize 
After the student is finished, paraphrase or summarize what he/she has said. This gives the 
mentor a chance to make sure he/she has totally understood what the student has told 
them, and also gives the student a chance to hear his/her story from a somewhat different 
perspective. 
 
Hypothesis 
&ÏÒÍÕÌÁÔÅ Á ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÒÏÏÔ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍȢ 4ÁËÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ 
what gaps, barriers, or unknowns are causing the student to struggle. 
 
Positive Rephrasing 
AftÅÒ ÄÉÇÇÉÎÇ ÄÅÅÐ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ Òephrase the problem in a 
positive light and offer hope to the student. The student may possess improper time 
management skills that hinder his/her academic performance, but the positive aspect is 
that he/she can learn new time management skills. 
 
With the assessment oÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÓ ÁÎÄ ×Åaknesses complete, it is now time to 
move on to the plan of action that will enable the student to reach their goal. 
 

PLAN OF ACTION     
 
A plan of action is simply a concrete method that will help students reach their goals by 
letting them practice and learn new behaviors and skills. This can be accomplished by 
assisting students in contriving an action plan based on completion of certain objectives. 
With any goal, there will be positive and negative forces pushing for or against the 
completion of the goal. It is vital to identify these forces so that appropriate behavioral 
objectives can be practiced. If a studÅÎÔȭÓ ÇÏÁÌ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÍÏÒÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉvely, there will be 
several opposing forces that will need to be considered. In the means of driving forces, the 
student will have to devote more time to studying, pick out an appropriate environment, 
etc. 
 
The resisting forces may include social life, roommates, and other urgent but non-
important things. By using the Force-Field model (developed by Lewin), a student can map 
out these forces in a concrete manner that will help them address the issues associated 
with the problem. 
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Force Field Model Example 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By using the Force Field Model and other techniques, it is important that the student has a 
concrete plan of action with which to practice his/her behavioral objectives. It is a good 
idea to follow up with the student occasionally to make sure the objectives are still 
attainable and suitable for their goal, and to make sure he/she is still trying to employ 
them. If the objectives are not working out, it may be time to re-assess and create a new, 
improved plan of action. 
 
 

EVALUATION 
 
The behavioral objectives may work out great for a student. In this case, review the 
ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ good work and make sure the original goal was attained. There are two methods 
of evaluation that will assist the mentor in this process. 
 
Formative 
This form of evaluation tracks the student as he/she is implementing the plan of action. By 
holding follow-up interviews, the peer mentor can be sure that the plan of action is suitable 
for the student, and if any changes are necessary, they can be made during these 
interviews. 
 
Summative 
This evaluative form determines whether or not the student completed his/her goal. It is at 
this point that the mentor will discuss with the student different contributing factors to the 
success of the goal and also certain factors that stunted progress toward the goal. Was the 
student satisfied with the results? Usually, new questions and goals will be brought up 
during the evaluation time that will lead to new assessments and plans of action. Ideally, 
each goal will push the student a little harder until he/she is ready to face the academic 
world on his/her own. 
 
Most students will struggle with managing their newly found freedom and time when they 
first begin college. A section on time management has been created to help you and your 

Driving Force 

Driving Force 

    Restraining Force 

    Restraining Force 

 

Goal Statement 
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students adapt and learn productive habits that will hopefully allow you to avoid many of 
the typical pitfalls of poor time management. See Section 5, Time Management Skills. 
 
 
 
 
The Board of Directors 
 
Consider an important life decision that may be confronting you during the next several months. 
Many examples come to mind ɀ changing a major, deciding on where to live, transferring to another 
college, purchasing a car. Whatever the issue, to determine your preferences in making this 
decision, pretend that you will call together a Board of Directors. This Board of Directors provides 
input into the decision you make even though you will eventually cast the deciding vote. On this 
board, you may place several significant people in your life from whom you value input. For 
example, you might include on the board your best friend, your parents, an advisor, someone you 
consider an expert, and an admired teacher. However, an important rule to establish the priority of 
personal input is that you must appoint yourself to chair the board and maintain at least a 51 
percent interest in the voting power of all decisions. On the first line, under ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÄÉÎÇ Ȱ0ÒÏÂÌÅÍ 
$ÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎȱ ɉÂÅÌÏ×Ɋ ÉÄÅÎÔÉfy the problem and translate it into a positive goal statement. On the 
next few lines name the other members of your board, and place the options of inputs that you and 
the member of ÙÏÕÒ ÂÏÁÒÄ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔȢ ,ÅÔȭÓ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ ÔÈÅ 
purchase of a car. The inputs from board members suggest that you should consider factors such as 
gas mileage, dependability, needs for the future, and budget considerations. A hypothetical 
discussion determines which of the above factors are most important and three different choices 
are offered by your board (getting a loan and buying a newer model car, getting an older car with a 
reputation for good service, assuming payments on a relatiÖÅȭÓ ÃÁÒ ×ÈÏ ÉÓ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ Á ÎÅ× ÃÁÒɊȢ 
Place a percentage of voting input for each person and take a vote on the options (remember you 
have 51 percent). 

 
Ɇ Problem Description or Goal: 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Ɇ Board Members: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Ɇ Perspectives: 

 
 

Activity 4.1: 
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Activity 4.2: 
 
Force Field Analysis 
This exercise starts from the point where you have identified a problem and then restated that 
problem into a positive goal statement. The next step is to recognize the forces that will push 
toward improvement and attainment of the goal (driving forces) and those forces that will resist 
improvement (restraining forces) and maintain the situation as a problem. For example, if a goal 
was to improve overall physical fitness, driving forces might include regular cardiovascular 
exercise, good nutrition, and regular sleep. Factors that could deter the attainment of fitness could 
include eating too many sweets, watching television while lying on the couch, or drinking too much 
alcohol. 
 
Step 1: Write one of your goal statements on the line labeled for the purpose below. 
 
 Driving Forces: (1)  (2)  (3)  (4) 
 
 Drivers 
 
 Goal Statement:         
 
 Restrainers 
 
 Restraining Forces:    (1)  (2)  (3)  (4) 
 
 
 
Step 2: On the sets of lines above and below the goal statement, describe at least four driving and 
four restraining forces that would affect attainment of the desired outcome. 
 
Step 3: For each restraining force, list possible action steps that you could plan and carry out to 
reduce the effect of that force or eliminate it completely. For example, if your goal is to be able to 
study early in the morning and a restraining force is your tendency to sleep through the alarm, you 
might get a louder alarm, go to bed earlier, or have someone personally wake you up. 
 
Step 4: Similarly, think of as many possibilities as you can for implementing each of the driving 
forces. After completing a list of possible ways to enhance driving forces and reduce restraining 
forces, prioritize these potential problem-solving activities in order to target the most likely 
activities for success. 
 
 

Activity 4.2: 


