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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. In addition to this, several 
academics such as Moore et al., (2001) have indicated that goal setting can lead to pupils 
developing a greater sense of self-efficacy in their learning. Locke (1996) has also stated 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. 
More importantly for Scottish teachers, the General Teaching Council Scotland (GTCS) 
(2012) suggests it is our duty of care to ensure individuals are provided with the highest 
levels of educational standards possible within a nurturing and supportive environment.  
With this being said, 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. As a result, it was decided that we would look into the impact of 
target setting and the impact it had on pupil motivation and their mindset to learn.   
 
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to discover what happened when a whole class target setting 
system was implemented. While this project could have taken several different routes of 
enquiry, it was decided to investigate, more specifically, the impact that goal setting had on 
pupil motivation and in essence, their growth mindset.  
 
 
Methodology  
This enquiry was carried out over a five-week period within a primary two class which 
composed of fourteen pupils. All children within the primary two class participated in the 
enquiry and no other class was involved. As Mertens (2014) states, it would have be 
beneficial to have a wider range of participants to observe, however for this enquiry it was 
simply not possible. Over a period of five weeks, two whole class targets were introduced – 
both of which were Literacy based. Due to the February break, the first target was 
implemented over a period of three weeks (12 school days) compared to the second target 
which was implemented over two weeks (10 school days).  
 
The aim of the enquiry was to gather naturally occurring evidence through using a qualitative 
approach. This form of research relies on naturally occurring evidence undertaken over a 
period of time, studying a particular group in their natural setting (Wiersma and Gurs, 2005). 
Again, to ensure results are more viable, a longer time period would have been better if 
possible. When using such qualitative methods, it is important to highlight that the data 
collected will be subjective and down to personal interpretation. Although there are have 
been more effective ways to ensure rigor and validity, for this particular enquiry these 
methods chosen were more practical and doable. Throughout the period of the professional 



enquiry a reflective journal was kept which recorded qualitative data such as what went well 
and what could be improved upon. Pupil voice and jotter evidence was also used as a record 
of evidence to inform conclusions.  
 
When coming up with the whole class target, pupils were given responsibility for their own 
learning. They came up with something they would all like to work on and at the end of the 
two weeks, pupils were asked to reflect on whether or not that target had been met. In 
addition to this, on the Friday of the first week of implementation, children were given a ten-
minute discussion time where they discussed with their partner whether they think they were 
on track for meeting their target. If they decided they were not, they were encouraged to 
discuss the next steps they could take to achieve it.  
 
 
Findings  
Throughout the course of the enquiry, there were several key points that were noted. In the 
initial stages of implementing pupil goal setting there appeared to be increased levels of 
motivation throughout the class due to greater pupil autonomy as the children were actively 
involved in setting the weekly targets which they believed were manageable within the 
timeframe. Parsons and Taylor (2011) suggest ownership is a powerful tool providing 
learners with greater intrinsic pupil investment for learning. It must however be noted, that 
the teachers field notes suggested that the children appeared more motivated during the first 
couple of days of implementation in comparison to the last.  
 
It has also become clear that, where class targets (rather than individual) are set, children are 
able to peer assess and learn from one another giving the children the motivation to work 
alongside their peers in achieving the desired goal. This gives evidence to the socio-
constructivist theory by Vygotsky. One of the most well-known concepts for which Vygotsky 
is famous is that of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) which constitutes the next steps 
in learning and the range of knowledge and skills that learners engage in when they interact 
with others - one of which may be a more knowledgeable other (MKO). The role of the MKO 
is central to the social constructivist theory as they have the ability to ‘scaffold’ learning 
thereby enhancing a learner’s performance through an exchange in dialogue and working 
alongside others (Chaiklin, 2003).  
 
As a means of formative assessment and or monitoring and tracking purposes, I decided to 
use a traffic light system of assessing as this was a strategy already familiar to the class. If a 
student had assessed themselves or their peer as amber or pink, we discussed what they could 
do to meet the goal. Motivation increased through the repetition of this exercise, as the pupils 
began to realise that it was possible to meet their short-term goals. Pupils saw that some of 
their peers were confident in showing a green traffic light, and therefore, naturally showed 
signs of competition. I am however very aware of children showing a green traffic light card 
simply because they wanted to be seen as achieving. Children were therefore given individual 
thinking time and were encouraged to discuss the reason for their choice. Whilst developing 
their understanding of the subject, pupils also learnt how to understand assessment and were 
able to track their own progress (Hoy, et al. 2007). 
 
Many children became reliant on teacher reassurance as they were so keen on achieving their 
goals. For example, when focusing on jotter layout, they would constantly ask questions – 
which they knew the answer to – as they didn’t want to do anything wrong. However, 
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 judgements about their own learning. In addition to this, where the 
Literacy target was based on handwriting and letter formation, one downside to this was that 
children were taking exceptionally long to complete their written work as they wanted it to be 
‘perfect’. However, as the week progressed, I placed a focus on finishing the task in hand as 
well as achieving the explicit goal and so the number of students who completed their work.  
 
In addition to the field notes, the pupils made some notable comments that further support the 
findings above:   

- Pupil A: “It makes me feel good when I meet my target so I’m trying really hard every 
day”.  

- Pupil B: “My target makes me go back and check my work for any mistakes”.  
- Pupil C: “I like to swap jotters with my partner to see if we have achieved our target. I 

am good at telling my partner what to do to make it better”.  

It is evident from the above comments that the children had positive views about the target 
setting system. All comments indicated that they felt it was having a positive impact on their 
learning, outcome of their written work and their reflective and peer assessment skills.  

 

Conclusions  
Overall this enquiry has shown that goal setting does in fact have a positive impact on pupil 
motivation and performance within the classroom. During the period of this enquiry, it 
appeared that pupil motivation to meet the goals set increased and the pupils were able to 
increasingly accurately self- or peer-assess their success in meeting these. In line with 
Vygotsky’s concept of ZPD, children benefited from peer interaction and dialogue when 
trying to achieve the desired goal. Pupils who had previously displayed ‘off task’ behaviour 
appeared more focused and more productive when they had set goals for themselves than 
when they had not further highlighting the positive impact that goal setting can have in the 
classroom. In addition to benefiting the children, as noted themselves, results of the formative 
assessment strategies used throughout aided my planning in order to support pupil 
progression from day to day.   

 

Implications for future research 
This enquiry was effective in identifying the use of target setting within a primary school 
setting, resulting in many children achieving the desired goal within the given time period. It 
must however be noted that, in order for goal setting to be effective, it requires the teacher’s 
knowledge and understanding of individual pupil’s strengths and areas for future 
development. This is where whole class target setting becomes tricky as each pupil is 
different and so it requires an achievable goal which will benefit all pupils within the class. It 
therefore requires teacher competence to come up with achievable goals while having high 
expectations of all pupils – as outlined by the GTCS (2012). Also, in the future it may be 
worthwhile linking Learning Intentions and Success Criteria to the pupils’ goals as it may 
provide them with a more solid basis for setting their own targets linked directly to the given 
task.  
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