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Rationale 
Two of the four capacities of the Curriculum for Excellence are to enable development of 
learners to be confident individuals and successful learners (Scottish Executive, 2004). 
However, within my current class of primary 1/2s I noticed many of the pupils demonstrated 
a lack of confidence in their own ability, particularly in their literacy ability; this was evident 
through questions during tasks in relation to aspects of literacy in which they had already 
achieved proficiency in. The pupils seemed to have developed a sense of learned 
helplessness, by perceiving themselves as powerless, in their own learning and consequently 
they exerted less effort within learning. This in turn affected their confidence and self-
efficacy within their learning. Therefore, I wanted to increase these aspects so that pupils 
could work towards being confident individuals and successful learners.  

Zimmerman and colleagues (1992) have suggested that a way to develop self-efficacy in 
pupils is through setting achievable targets in their learning. They indicated that working 
towards a specific goal can boost the individual’s productivity and as a result increasing self-
efficacy through the self-regulating reinforced positive feeling of success and self-satisfaction 
in reaching their targets (Schunk, 1990). 

 

Aims 
The aim of this study was to observe the effect of whole class target setting on a primary 1/2 
class. Specifically, I was observing the impact the target setting had on the pupils’ self-
motivation for learning and self-efficacy in the classroom in relation to their learning. 

 

Methodology  
The enquiry was conducted with a primary 1/2 class, which consisted of 17 primary 2s and 6 
primary 1s, by setting fortnightly targets, as I felt a week was not sufficiently long enough to 
gather reliable data and allow pupils to apply the targets to their work. The target selection 
was achieved through prior observation to consider areas in literacy that the pupils needed to 
develop but were within their ability levels. These targets included: full stops in the correct 
places; capital letters where appropriate; finger spacing between words; and clearer and tidier 
handwriting. I also ensured to differentiate these targets by setting three stages of difficulty, 
by using an adapted form of the 'chilli challenge', to ensure targets were approachable and 
achievable across all age and ability ranges. The goals were displayed at the front of the class 
for all to see during the literacy lessons, as well as reiterated at the start of each literacy 
lesson. 

The intervention took place over a four-week period and as described, targets were set 
fortnightly and reviewed at the beginning of every literacy lesson as a class. I assessed these 
targets through a number of ways including formative assessments, written work and field 
notes. I observed progress of targets through completed work and ongoing formative 
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assessment by stopping the class and asking them to write down a sentence I dictated. In 
addition, I used self and peer assessment to consider whether the work was in line with the 
targets and discussed as a class if they had been achieved and what would be needed to be 
done to achieve them. In addition, I took field notes and kept a tally of the number of children 
who would ask for help during the lesson. 

To consider their ability of self-assessment of targets, at the end of each lesson the pupils 
would traffic light their work with the colour corresponding to the targets they felt they had 
achieved, feedback was also given on how to achieve their next target during the marking 
stage of their work. Feedback is essential in assessment and helps pupils make improvements 
before they progress (Bitchener et al, 2005).  

I also used a more explicit incentive to instil motivation at the start of this enquiry a reward 
system that was already in place in the class was used to reward the pupils, individually and 
in groups, on hitting their targets. A house point would be given to each individual for 
reaching their desired target and if the full table managed to reach their targets five ‘pom 
poms’ would be rewarded to the table.  

	

Findings 
To introduce the explicit goal setting and familiarise pupils with the concept, the class were 
initially set goals with which they were already familiar. During the first week I noticed from 
observation there were several pupils who were making mistakes that they did not normally 
make, in terms of punctuation and capital letters, in the hope to get a reward. For example, 
capitalising every word as one of the targets was to use capital letters. I responded to this by 
asking them to assess their work through De Bono’s Six Thinking Hat approach and 
rewarding them when they used capital letters correctly. This decreased the number of 
mistakes.  

Another interesting initial outcome was the speed in which pupils were completing tasks. 
They were all completing their tasks at a much faster rate; however, the quality of work that 
they were producing was of a lower standard than their usual work with more errors. This 
indicated that incentives can be counterproductive. At the beginning of the first week I also 
noted that when assessed with a random dictation sentence the same errors persisted; out of 
23 pupils 18 had capitalised every word in their dictation. Upon assessment of each other’s 
dictation they were then able to identify this error and then applied this to their own work. 

As the first fortnight progressed, the class showed improvement in both their understanding 
of the targets and in their application of them. By the end of week 2, during the first set of 
targets, 10 out of 23 pupils were still presenting similar errors as at the start of the week. 
During this time period I observed no noticeable change in the number of pupils who 
required extra assistance during the lessons. In the first lesson I took a tally of 25 pupils 
coming out for extra assistance, on 21 of these occasions they were asking for help on a task 
they had previously successfully completed. By the end of the first fortnight period this 
number had only fallen to 21 occasions. 

During the second block of targets (weeks 3-4) time was spent going over the second block of 
targets to aid their understanding of what was expected of them. A similar pattern to the new 
targets was noticed at the start of the week, with many pupils unsure if they had met their 
targets or not on self-assessment. In most cases, when I questioned them, it was clear that 
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many of the pupils required reassurance as they lacked the confidence in their own ability to 
assess and evaluate their work. 

	

On observation, the amount of ‘rushed’ work to try and receive praise had decreased in 
comparison with the first week, with a clear understanding through behavioural association 
that if the work has errors, they would need to correct it. By the end of the second fortnight 
block the number of pupils asking questions and for reassurance had decreased considerably 
with only 8 occasions occurring at the end of the block. I noticed an increase of in pupils 
asking their peers for assistance, creating a more reciprocal learning environment for the 
pupils. 

	

Conclusions 
Through the introduction of target setting in the classroom there was a clear increase in the 
class’s self-motivation, self-efficacy and from this an increase in their own self-worth. Each 
clearly set out and obtainable target gave the pupils another rung on their ladder towards 
being more confident individuals as well as more successful learners. Another unexpected 
outcome from this study, which was not the original focus, was the development of seeking 
peer assistance as well as assistance from the teacher. This in turn helped in boosting the 
pupils’ own self-worth in relation to what they know and their confidence in the subject 
matter of the lessons.  

	

Implications for future practice 
This enquiry informed me that it is important to incorporate clear targets across lessons in all 
curricular areas to help the pupils achieve their full potential and in turn increase their self-
efficacy.  

Given that this was a short intervention conducted using an early/first level primary class it 
would be interesting to consider how far this study could go if given more time to develop. 
The study could also be developed into a longitudinal study by assessing the pupils 
throughout their primary school life in primary 1, 4, and 7 and the impact of self-efficacy on 
confidence and work productivity. In addition, when the class are more confident with 
functional aspects of writing I would like to further explore progressive target setting linked 
to progress in learning in a particular area using a similar methodology.  

An area of interest for future studies could be whether the increase of self-worth within the 
classroom has an effect on their self-worth outside of school; considering their social and 
emotional development alongside their educational development. This could be measured 
using a SHANARRI wellbeing wheel (Scottish Executive, 2006).   

 

Bibliography 
Bitchener, J., Young, S. and Cameron, D., (2005). The effect of different types of corrective 
feedback on ESL student writing. Journal of second language writing, 14(3), pp.191-205. 
 



	 4	

Education Scotland (2006) Building the Curriculum 1. 
https://www.education.gov.scot/Documents/btc1.pdf 	
	

Gordon, R. and Gordon, M., (2006). The turned-off child: Learned helplessness and school 
failure. American Book Publishing. 

	

Schunk, D. H. (1990). Goal setting and self-efficacy during self-regulated learning. 
Educational psychologist, 25(1), 71-86. 

 

Scottish Executive 2004. A Curriculum for Excellence. The Curriculum Review Group, 
Edinburgh: Scottish Executive. 

 

Scottish Executive 2006. Getting It Right for Every Child: Implementation Plan. Edinburgh, 
United Kingdom: Scottish Executive. 

 

Zimmerman, B. J., Bandura, A., & Martinez-Pons, M. 1992. Self-motivation for academic 
attainment: The role of self-efficacy beliefs and personal goal setting. American educational 
research journal, 29(3), 663-676. 


