
 

 
What happens when goal setting is introduced to the classroom? 
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Rationale 
Motivation is “a reason or reasons for acting or behaving in a particular way” (Oxford 
Dictionary of English, 2010: 1155) and without it, teachers and pupils are likely to have no 
drive or desire to learn. As a group we chose our question through an initial discussion about 
motivation. Having briefly studied motivation through assessment whilst studying at 
university, I was interested in following this up having a different point of view as a newly 
qualified teacher. However, further discussion led us to the idea of thinking about Learning 
Intentions and how this motivates the young people. In order to broaden the question, and to 
keep it in the same realms as Learning Intentions, goal setting fit well into this. Through the 
reading of Black & Wiliam’s Inside the Black Box and participation in the Teacher Learning 
Communities group in my school, I have developed a better understanding of effective 
Learning Intentions and Success Criteria. Through reading Miner’s Organisational 
Behaviour 6 (2011) I discovered that goal setting is part conscious and part subconscious. For 
this task, conscious goal setting set by pupils is the focus.  
 
Aims 
The aim of this enquiry was to carry out an intervention focused on pupil goal setting with a 
lower school class and collate findings that might relate to motivation, assessment, class 
morale or any other key factors that arise throughout the intervention. The class shall remain 
anonymous. 
 
Methodology  
A large class of mixed ability in S1 was chosen for the intervention. The enquiry was carried 
out over 4 weeks in practical lessons. The mixed abilities ensured that there would be varying 
levels of participation and findings, and that the young people would use the goal setting in 
ways that they thought would best suit their individual needs. In order to evidence the young 
people’s setting of goals, a simple worksheet was created. This was a grid on which the 
pupils could keep track of their goals and assess if they had met their individual targets. The 
goal setting worksheets were used in lessons where the young people were practising on their 
individual instruments. In these lessons, they have the option of working on their own or with 
their peers.  
Pupils engaged in the goal setting tasks, and were given the opportunity to discuss their 
thoughts and feelings regarding this. Students gave their feedback through class discussions, 
whilst their own logs evidenced their setting of goals and their judgement of their own 
achievements.  
 



 
Findings 
Throughout the course of the four practical lessons in which the intervention took place, there 
were several key points that were noted.  
Firstly, I felt the motivation of pupils increased. Students knew they had to complete more 
than one goal or target in every period of instrumental practise, and since they had to create 
new goals each time, this had the effect of making their goals much more concise. They 
created goals that they believed were manageable within the timeframe. Goals had to be 
assessed by the end of a maximum of twenty minutes, depending on the specific tasks and 
individual abilities. Their motivation to meet the goals increased and the pupils were able to 
accurately self- or peer-assess their success in meeting these.  
I decided to use a traffic light system of assessing, as the class use this strategy every week 
and was therefore familiar with this. If a student had assessed themselves or their peer as 
amber or red, they knew that this would form part of their new goal. Motivation increased 
through the repetition of this exercise, as the young people began to realise that it was 
possible to meet their short-term goals if they set realistic and manageable goals. Pupils saw 
that some of their peers were meeting their targets, and therefore, naturally showed signs of 
competition. Pupils were able to see their short- and long-term progression and became 
involved in the assessment process. Whilst developing their understanding of the subject or 
topic at hand, they also learnt how to understand assessment and were able to track their own 
progress (Hughes, M, et al. 2008. Pg. 686).  
Despite the positive reaction from most pupils and the evident increase in motivation to 
achieve goals, there was one main negative impact on learning and teaching throughout this 
intervention: simply the time taken for S1 classes to set their goals. Setting two or three goals, 
and aiming to meet these targets was a lot to achieve within a 50 minute lesson. Ensuring that 
every young person had an appropriate target suited to their abilities and needs took a 
significant amount of time, and some pupils were aware of this detracting from their valuable 
practise time. 
 
Conclusions 
Overall this enquiry has shown that goal setting has had a positive effect on the motivation 
and efforts of this lower school class. Pupils have been able to see how they have progressed 
throughout every lesson to a greater extent than what they had done previously. The young 
people reacted positively to setting their targets throughout the period more often than they 
had done before. This enquiry has shown that goal setting is definitely a useful and effective 
part of a teacher’s toolkit when used sparingly. Having to spend a lot of time thinking about 
these targets throughout the lessons ate into precious time practising instruments, and 
feedback from the pupils also highlighted this. Goal setting can have a negative impact on the 
learning and teaching time in the classroom, however when it is used in moderation it can 
show positive impacts on motivation. 
 
 
 



 
Implications for Future Practice 
From the findings of this practitioner enquiry, for future practice, goal setting would be more 
beneficial when it is used less often than two or three times per lesson, as this proved to be 
too time consuming and restricted pupil progress by limiting their learning time.  
For further research in this topic, linking Learning Intentions and Success Criteria to the 
pupils’ goals could be explored, as it may provide them with a more solid basis for setting 
their own goals. As it has been shown in this enquiry that time constraints sometimes led the 
young people to treat their goals flippantly, linking their goals with the Learning Intentions 
and Success Criteria could result in pupils relating targets more effectively to their tasks. 
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