
Practitioner Enquiry: Group 2A  

Claire Duffy (All Saints Primary) 

Q: What happens when I introduce SMART targets to my pupils? 

Rationale 

The idea behind this Practitioner Enquiry was, in what ways could I raise the children in my 
class' self-esteem and subsequent attainment. Taking stance from Carol Dweck's (2007) 
notion of growth mindset and latterly the work of McLean focusing on 'The Motivated 
School' (2009), I decided to incorporate the principles of Growth Mindset whilst target 
setting, keeping in line with the Curriculum for Excellence Framework. The hope being that 
by raising the children's self-esteem, through the use of SMART targets, they would feel 
confident in themselves and their ability to develop as lifelong learners. I developed my 
interest in children' self-esteem mostly over the last two years, due to teaching in two schools 
at opposite end of the attainment spectrum, but still finding that being children's self-esteem 
was a significant challenge. 

Aims 

The aim of the enquiry was to evaluate whether asking the children to identify a maths 
individual SMART target at the beginning of each lesson, could have any impact on their 
self-esteem in maths and indication of improved attainment, over time. 

Methodology 

 The small-scale enquiry was conducted over four weeks with a primary 3 class, focusing on 
using SMART targets in maths only. The children at the beginning of each maths lesson were 
given a set success criteria but also had the opportunity to make their own SMART target up. 
Although the class has 26 children in it, the data provided is from a select group of three 
children consisting of; a more able learner, middle learner and lower ability learner. 

The children were encouraged to choose SMART targets that were specific to improving 
their skills/piece of work and not focusing, solely, on the success criteria.  

The methods used to collect the data were; 

• Keeping a journal of conversations with the children about their progress	
• Written formative assessment comment as to whether the child had met their target or 

not by the teacher.	
• Homework task, children and parents discuss how they felt about their SMART 

targets that week and recorded in homework jotter.	
• Encouraging pupil voice to allow the children to discuss how the targets made them 

feel about their work.	

Both qualitive and quantitative data were used in this enquiry. The majority of the evidence 
from the enquiry was routinely occurring and occurred naturally from usual classroom 
learning and teaching. However, the set homework task was specifically designed and 
undertaken to gauge if SMART targets had any impact on the children's self-esteem in maths. 

	



 

Findings 

 

Initially the pupils were rather tentative when first creating their own SMART targets, for 
example, creating targets such as 'complete both pages' when they are a pupil who tends to 
finish their work already (ensuring they get the most out of their targets). During the second 
week after a more depth instruction and individual examples the children began to set their 
targets in relation to what they would like to improve in their learning. By the third week the 
children were reminding the teacher that they had targets to set and were very engaged in 
creating their own independently.  As can be shown in figure 1, the children enjoyed creating 
their own targets, however some children were apprehensive about setting their targets as 
they were unsure that they would be able to meet them. This was due to the school having a 
particular high level of attainment and the children were very much used to achieving. By 
setting a success criteria and allowing the children to choose something that they wished to 
work on personally helped to eradicate this fear. 

 

 

 

 

(fig. 1 the children's homework task, an example between weeks 2 – 4, please note these are 
different children) 

As this was a small-scale enquiry, it must be noted that in order to fully evaluate whether this 
would have an impact on both self-esteem and attainment, it would be better investigated in 
perhaps a longer or in two individual enquiries. The data that was taken from this enquiry 
shows that; 



In this instance, children placed at three levels of learning within the primary 3 class showed 
a rise in self-esteem during their maths lessons.  

'The children were more eager to learn something new and try out their first tasks themselves 
without me being by their side' (Reflective Journal 19.02.18) 

The enquiry therefore found that in this case, focusing on the impact on three selected 
individuals (drawing on the figures above) 100% of the children used phrases such as; 'a fun 
challenge', 'I felt proud of myself' and 'I like setting targets' when reflecting on how their 
SMART targets made them feel. 

Conclusions 

 

As previously stated, the teacher also noted a significant increase in confidence around 
approaching a new topic in maths and the use of implementing a new strategy independently.  

On the other hand, as mentioned by McClusky (2017) there are no set assessments for 
Curriculum for Excellence which teachers across Scotland can access, therefore it would be 
very difficult if not impossible to state whether a child's mathematic attainment had improved 
and if so, to what degree. However, as the children struggled to meet their targets before 
setting their own individual target, it could be argued that they have in fact achieved which 
could lead to improved attainment. 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

Torrance and Forde (2017) express the expectation which falls on modern day teachers to 
undertake regular practitioner enquiries regardless of role. In addition, it can be argued that 
teachers learn most through reflective practice, inquiry and collaboration. (Crowely, 2009) 

This enquiry has framed future thinking in regards to allowing the children more autonomy 
when setting targets, it is something which I may now begin to use across other areas of the 
curriculum, specifically with children who have lower self –esteem with their learning.  

As this was a small- scale enquiry, hopefully over more time it could be determined how 
much of an impact SMART targets could have on a child's self -esteem regardless of their 
level of attainment. As a probationer teacher this is something that I will continue to strive 
for, for the children in my care. 
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