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Question 

What happens when I introduce SMART targets to my class?  

Rationale 

Why was the enquiry chosen and what relevance is it to you?  

Within our group, we felt that certain children in our classes lacked motivation when it came 
to assessing and discussing their work. We explored possible reasons behind their lack of 
enthusiasm, whether it was fear of being wrong or lack of confidence or uncertainty around 
self-assessment. We decided to explore target setting within our classes and introduced 
SMART targets, which were small, measureable, achievable, realistic and timely, to observe 
the impact this may have on our pupils’ motivation and self-esteem. The Curriculum for 
Excellence recognises that a child’s motivation can be vulnerable to the processes and 
outcomes of assessment and therefore aims to actively involve children in the assessment of 
their own learning in order to enhance motivation (Scottish Government, 2010). Target 
setting in the classroom helps children to identify their strengths and areas for development. 
Hayward and Spencer (2014) highlight that when targets are negotiated with pupils, they 
become personal and meaningful to the learner, which can help to build motivation. High 
quality feedback is essential when setting SMART targets as this allows the children to move 
forward and identify the next steps in their learning (Scottish Government, 2008). Introducing 
SMART targets within my class was important to me as I wanted my pupils to reflect on their 
work, develop confidence when tackling new experiences and take ownership of their 
learning by setting their own achievable targets.  

Aims  

The aim of this enquiry was to investigate the impact SMART targets within literacy have on 
pupils’ motivation and self-esteem within a primary 3/2 class.  

Methodology  

The enquiry took place over a four week period and involved all 25 children within the class. 
Prior to the intervention, a survey was carried out to determine the pupils’ initial attitudes and 
feelings towards their literacy work. On a Monday morning the children were given a 
SMART target which was typed and inserted into their daily writing jotter. The children were 
reminded daily of their SMART target each time they began a piece of literacy work. The 
targets were initially based on teacher observations and assessments of pupils’ work. This led 
to each child being given their own individual target which included statements such as, ‘I 
can put a capital letter at the beginning of my sentences’ and ‘I can read over my work to 
check that it makes sense.’ Once the targets had been set, the children would be informed of 
what their target was, why it was chosen and how it could be achieved. This helped the 
children to understand where they were in their learning, where they were going and how 
they could get there (Wiliam, 2014). On a daily basis each child would be provided with 
written or verbal feedback. This would highlight the child’s progress or explain what further 
steps were needed to achieve their target. Verbal feedback was recorded by simply stating 



‘verbal feedback given’ in the child’s jotter. Children were advised that they had achieved 
their target once noticeable improvements were made to their work in relation to their 
SMART target. They were then praised, given a gold star on the class reward chart and 5 
additional dojo points. At this point the pupils were encouraged to determine their target for 
the following week. This promoted pupil voice and learner engagement within the target 
setting process (Wiliam 2014). If the target has not been met by the end of the week the child 
would continue to work on this the following week. The success criteria would then be 
broken down and explained to the child to make it more realistic and achievable going 
forward (Clarke, 2014). At the end of the 4 weeks those who had achieved all of their targets 
were rewarded with a gold certificate and a prize, those who had achieved 3 of their targets 
were given a silver certificate and the rest of the class were rewarded a bronze certificate to 
instil a sense of achievement amongst all learners. Data was collected before and throughout 
the intervention, observations were recorded and analysed and samples of pupils’ work were 
gathered.  

Findings  

At the end of the 4 weeks the pupils answered the same questionnaire that they completed 
before the intervention. This was to determine if the introduction of SMART targets had an 
impact on their motivation and self-esteem. The results from the first and second time the 
children answered the questionnaire show a 30% increase in the amount of children who felt 
confident and proud of their work. This shows that the use of SMART targets has had a 
positive impact on pupils’ self-esteem. The results also indicate that the use of SMART 
targets has had a positive impact on pupils’ motivation as there was a 33% increase in the 
amount of children who felt they could make their work better by themselves. 

Those who did not achieve their target in week 1 observed the positive reactions of those who 
did, which motivated and encouraged them to work harder to achieve their targets in week 2 
and throughout the rest of the intervention. Field notes, observations and samples of work 
show improvements in the quantity and quality of pupils’ work within literacy. This can be 
attributed to target setting as it provides children with the opportunity to reflect on their work, 
identify their strengths and determine their next steps for progression. When asked their 
thoughts on SMART targets, the majority of the class were in agreement that they helped 
them to understand what they needed to do to improve their work. Overall, the majority of the 
class were responsive to the target setting process and were motivated by being actively 
involved in the creation of their own SMART targets. At the end of the intervention every 
child was aware of SMART targets and their purpose.  

Questionnaire results from 25 children before intervention 

 Yes No 

Do you feel confident with your literacy work? 13 12 

Do you think you could make your work better by 
yourself? 

15 10 

Do you know what a SMART target is?  2 23 

 

 



Questionnaire results from 25 children after intervention 

 Yes No 

Do you feel confident with your literacy work? 17 8 

Do you think you could make your work better by 
yourself? 

20 5 

Do you know what a SMART target is?  25 0 

Do you think SMART targets help you improve your 
literacy work?  

21 4 

 

Conclusions  

To conclude, the enquiry only lasted for 4 weeks therefore it is difficult to reach a definitive 
conclusion about the introduction of SMART targets within literacy. The intervention did 
however provide some valuable evidence to suggest that SMART targets can lead to 
increased motivation and self-esteem amongst children. In the first week around 65% of 
pupils achieved their SMART target. It became clear that those who did not reach their target 
in week 1 were disappointed that they would continue to work on the same target whilst their 
peers moved onto the next one. As a result, there was an increase in the number of pupils who 
achieved their SMART targets in weeks 2, 3 and 4. This suggests that the children’s 
motivation and overall attitude towards the quality of their work had increased. Children who 
had achieved their SMART target displayed signs of excitement and pride. This implies that 
not only did the enquiry have a positive impact on motivation but it also increased 
self-esteem which made the children want to succeed and achieve their target.  

Implications for Future Practice  

This enquiry provided a valuable insight into the impact SMART targets can have within 
literacy. The evidence gathered suggests that not only does it positively impact motivation 
and self-esteem but also instils confidence and a sense of pride within children. With this in 
mind, it would be beneficial to continue using SMART targets within literacy and perhaps 
other curricular areas to develop children’s self-esteem, encourage them to think about their 
work and actively seek ways which they can make improvements. For future practice, it 
would be useful to observe the impact of SMART targets over a longer period of time to 
determine if the improvements are sustainable and progressive.  
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