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Rationale  
 
At the heart of Curriculum for Excellence is every teacher’s responsibility to 
develop our young people into confident individuals and successful learners, 
prepared to go on to be responsible citizens and effective contributors to 
society. Yet, each member of my group expressed concern at the general lack of 
confidence in some of the young people in our care and a sense of ‘learned 
helplessness’ with regard to their learning. Among others, Dylan Wiliam, 
defines those learners who are confident in their ability to improve and resilient 
when they encounter hurdles in their learning as self-efficacious learners. It 
therefore seemed clear to us that we were compelled to increase learners’ self-
efficacy. 
 
Research indicates that goal setting can lead to pupils developing a greater sense 
of self-efficacy in their learning (Zimmerman et al). It has been found that 
working towards specific goals can boost productivity and as a result, increase 
self-efficacy through the feelings of success and self-satisfaction generated 
through achieving these goals (Schunk).   
 
 
Aims  
  
Our aim was to discover what happened when goal setting was introduced to the 
classroom. More specifically, I wanted to monitor the impact of goal setting on 
pupils’ confidence levels and their own belief in their ability to improve.  
 
 
 
 
Methodology  
 



When working on critical essay writing skills, pupils in my S1 class displayed 
low levels of confidence in their own ability to learn to use the ‘point; evidence; 
analysis; refer to question’ (PEAR) structure and analysis skills and to improve. 
For this reason, I chose to target this particular class for this investigation when 
they recently revisited this skill.  
 
Pupils had read the novel, Private Peaceful, and had engaged in a range of 
activities to deepen their understanding of the main themes and characters. 
When pupils were beginning to plan their critical essays they were given their 
previous critical essays out to re-read their feedback.  
 
Pupils then set learning orientated goals for this piece of work based on the 
feedback they had received on their last critical essay. They identified an area in 
which they had succeeded to focus on repeating this success this time around, as 
well as a specific area for development. These goals were to be achieved by the 
end of the planning and writing process.  
 
Pupils also set productivity orientated goals at the beginning of each period. It 
was intended that setting these individual goals would allow pupils in this 
mixed ability to work at their own pace.  
 
Pupils wrote both sets of goals on post-it notes and kept them on their desks 
throughout each lesson as a visual reminder of what they had challenged 
themselves to achieve, in terms of learning and productivity. 
 
I encouraged the class to be mindful of their goals throughout each lesson and 
also stopped at regular intervals to allow for progress checks to take place. 
Pupils were given a clear set of success criteria and looked at modelled 
examples of a successful critical essay. Pupils used these to assess how well 
they were progressing towards their learning goals.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Findings  



 
Initially, the instructions for goal setting had to be refined: certain pupils set 
goals related to the presentation of their work and had to be reminded that the 
focus here was on the quality of the response to the task. Moreover, a number of 
pupils wondered ‘what they would get’ in return for meeting their goals. 
 
During the first period, I observed that around one third of the pupils in the class 
were rushing their work to receive praise for meeting their goals early on. The 
majority of these pupils were then directed back to add more detail or improve 
the quality. The numbers of pupils rushing during the second period was 
considerably less than during the first period. 
 
I had identified four pupils who often displayed ‘off task’ behaviour and 
observed that they were considerably more focused and more productive when 
they had set goals for themselves than when they had not. One of these pupils 
commented that goal setting ‘made him want to keep trying’ and that ‘it felt 
good when you meet your target’. 
 
Nevertheless, when assessing whether or not they had met their learning goals, 
many pupils encountered difficulties. Just over half of the class raised their 
hands to seek help, and commented that they did not know whether they had 
met their goals or not. In most cases, when I probed, it was clear that most of 
these pupils simply required reassurance as they lacked the confidence in their 
own ability to assess and evaluate their work. 
 
Towards the end of the writing process, fewer pupils sought this level of 
reassurance. A number of these pupils showed signs of increased confidence 
and self-efficacy as they were beginning to make value judgements about their 
own learning.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusions  
 



Firstly, for goal setting to be successful it is important to create a classroom 
ethos where each pupil’s progress is valued. When pupils are compared or 
encouraged to compete, the results of this enquiry suggest that their focus can 
shift from quality to quantity. 
 
Pupils’ initial reluctance to make value judgements about the quality of their 
work was indicative of the low levels of self-efficacy; these pupils lacked the 
confidence or felt that they were unauthorised to evaluate their work. Further 
questioning suggested that pupils were unsure of their own understanding of 
what made a successful critical essay. For goal setting to be more effective in 
promoting self-regulatory learning and increasing self-efficacy, pupils needed to 
be taught to self-assess (Wiliam). 

However, the early indications of increased self-efficacy suggest that the more 
practice pupils had, both in using their critical essay writing skills and in 
evaluating their work, the more confident they became in their self-assessment. 
Clearly, goal setting allows pupils to engage in deeper learning by progressing 
further up the Bloom’s taxonomy, from understanding the critical essay 
structure and content of the novel, to applying their knowledge of how to use it 
to eventually evaluating the quality of their work. 
 
The results of my enquiry showed that goal setting increased productivity and 
work ethic, particularly with pupils who were likely to display ‘off task’ 
behaviours. The experiment would need to be continued over a more prolonged 
period of time to determine whether goal setting still had a beneficial effect 
once the novelty has worn off. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
Given that setting productivity goals had a positive impact on pupils’ 
motivation and work ethic and learning goals helped pupils to focus on areas for 
improvement, I will continue to embed this into my teaching practice with this 
S1 class. I will also consider implementing this process when teaching other 
classes in which there are a number of pupils who lack focus in their learning.   
 
To increase the effectiveness of the learning goals, I will train my pupils in self-
assessment so that they feel more confident in making value judgement about 
the quality of their work without having to rely on reassurance from others. 
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