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Rationale  
The Scottish Government states in ‘Building the Curriculum 2' that teachers need to plan 
approaches to learning which reflect “enthusiasms, needs and interests” of the pupils 
(Scottish Executive, 2007:9). The current global pandemic has shifted the focus of learning in 
the physical classroom to remote learning and teaching in the virtual classroom. As a result, 
pupils and practitioners have adapted their learning and teaching to interact more readily with 
digital technology platforms. This transition between synchronous and asynchronous 
teaching has highlighted the issue of how to continue engaging pupils whilst working at a 
distance. According to Schunk (1990), when pupils achieve personal goals, they feel more 
capable of further challenge and develop a greater sense of self-efficacy and personal 
achievement. Further research suggests that goal setting in the classroom can help to 
intrinsically motivate pupils to complete and succeed with tasks (Valerio, 2012). 

Due to the unprecedented nature of the pandemic and its challenges for pupil progression, my 
group felt it was important to enquire into pedagogies such as “goal setting” in the hope of 
establishing positive pupil engagement with online learning and teaching.  

Aims 
The aim of this Professional Enquiry was to investigate the effects of goal setting in the 
virtual classroom. More specifically, the enquiry was designed to monitor the impact of goal 
setting with the online engagement of pupils throughout a four-week block of distanced 
learning.  

Methodology 
This enquiry was carried out within a multi-composite class of sixteen pupils, both male and 
female, aged between 8 and 10. All pupils were invited to participate in the study and the 
appropriate ethical considerations were addressed. However, as this study was conducted via 
online platforms, only 12 of the 16 pupils fully interacted. As a result, these 12 pupils became 
the focus of the enquiry and will be referred to as pupils A to L in order to protect their 
identity.  

Many pupils were struggling with the transition to online learning and the responsibility this 
placed on them to become independent learners whilst working from home. Pupil 
engagement was identified as an important area for monitoring and development throughout 



this study. The 12 pupils who formed the focus group were working across different levels of 
the Curriculum for Excellence with some working on the last stages of first level and others 
on first stages of second level.  

In order to make the enquiry more robust, triangulated data was collected over a four-week 
period in the form of: online engagement trackers; pupil surveys; and teacher/ pupil learning 
goals. Prior to the first week of the study, an online survey was issued to pupils to assess 
barriers to online engagement. An online lesson was also delivered to teach pupils about goal 
setting and highlight the purpose of creating learning goals. In week 1, to model goal-setting, 
a whole-class goal was delivered to the pupils via the class’ digital platform. Time was 
allocated to discuss the goal and pupils were asked to comment to ensure engagement with 
the goal was noted. For a further three-week period, pupils created their own learning goal for 
the week based on formative feedback from the week before. These goals were submitted via 
email at the beginning of each week and discussed with the teacher in a live call both at the 
start and end of every week to assess achievement and engagement. It was agreed, in 
conversation with the pupils that goals should focus on increasing personal engagement with 
online tasks. Pupils were able to identify, for themselves, areas they could work on to 
improve their engagement levels. At the end of week 4, a further online survey was issued to 
the pupils to compare their opinions on engagement after the enquiry interventions.   

Findings 
Throughout this enquiry, there was a heightened engagement with online learning and 
teaching, particularly in weeks where pupils set their own learning goals. Not only did 
learners demonstrate an increased participation with live lessons and online tasks, but also an 
increased awareness of how to improve on their learning from previous weeks.  

Online Engagement Trackers  

The results from online engagement trackers showed that pupil engagement did increase in 
some areas of online learning from the start of week 1 of the enquiry until the end of week 4. 
For instance, week 1 data indicates that 7 out of 16 pupils were participating in live lessons 
and engaging with the class’ online digital platform messenger system. In comparison, by 
week 4, 12 of the 16 pupils were engaging via these platforms. Whilst a number of factors 
could be of influence, it can be suggested that the implementation of goal-setting had a 
positive influence on pupil interaction and helped establish clearer targets for the week. 
Additionally, goals were set on a weekly basis and reviewed via a live meeting at the start 
and end of every week with groups and individuals. It could be argued that the increase in 
online engagement came as a result of greater opportunities for social interaction which is 
regarded as one of the many requirements for successful online learning (Song et al., 2004).  



Teacher/ Pupil Learning Goals 

During week 1 of the enquiry, all pupils were given the learning goal, “To participate in as 
many live lessons as possible.” Prior to the enquiry, many pupils were not comfortable 
engaging in live lessons and would instead opt to type in the chat function of the class’ digital 
platform. This goal helped to create a greater sense of community amongst the pupils as they 
were all working towards the same target. By the start of week 2, 3 more pupils began to join 
in some of the live lessons on a more regular basis. In discussion, it was discovered that these 
pupils felt more comfortable attending live lessons as their peers were also taking part. In 
weeks 2-4, it was clear from assessing pupils’ own goals they had developed a greater 
understanding and confidence in managing their own engagement by analysing their home 
working environment and setting targets each week that helped them to overcome any 
obstacles they faced whilst distanced working. Some examples of pupil goals are highlighted 
below.  

“This week my goal is to remember to take more breaks from the screen so that I can focus 
better on my tasks and do better work for my teacher.” - Pupil D 

“My goal is to wake up on time to log on to live lessons each day.”- Pupil K 

Pupil Surveys  

Prior to the enquiry, 6 of the 16 pupils indicated in the online survey that learning goals 
would help them to focus more on tasks at home and would ensure continuity with regular 
classroom routines. Out of 12 responses to the initial survey, 6 of the pupils stated that they 
would benefit from setting their own goals and a further 6 indicated that they would prefer 
their teacher to provide a goal. Despite the differences in opinions regarding goal-setting, it is 
clear from this evidence that pupils had a need to interact more with learning goals whilst 
working online in order to continue to make progress with the curriculum. Furthermore, by 
comparing the results of the two surveys, it is clear that the implementation of goal-setting 
had a positive effect on both pupil engagement and enjoyment in the virtual classroom; 

“I found it (goal-setting) useful because it helps me to focus more on what I am learning at 
home.” – Pupil B 

“I think the goals made learning at home more fun and helped me to focus. ” – Pupil L  

“It gave me something to work towards during the week. Especially on days when I didn’t 
have a live lesson with the teacher.” – Pupil A 



These comments highlighted a change in the way learners engaged with online tasks, which 
have had a positive impact on learning as a result. Additionally, those pupils who felt de-
motivated to learn on their electronic device, further benefitted from the increased interaction 
with the class teacher via the two weekly live meetings to formatively discuss their learning 
goals and progress.  

Conclusions 
Distanced learning is a new concept to pupils and teachers and, as a result, it is difficult to 
assess the impact of interventions in a short period of time, particularly whilst pupils are 
working from home and have limited contact. However, from this enquiry it can be proposed 
that goal setting in the virtual classroom is a positive tool for supporting pupil progress and 
ensuring continued engagement with the curriculum. It is important for pupils to be co-
constructors of their learning. In this virtual environment, the goal-setting provided more 
opportunities for pupils to interact with the teacher and each other and helped to encourage 
pupils to be active participants in their learning despite being at home.  

Implications for Future Practice 
The pandemic has changed the way educators are delivering the curriculum. The 
development of online technologies has supported and advanced the learning of pupils 
throughout lockdown. Consequently, the evidence from this enquiry will support my teaching 
both in the virtual and psychical classroom. It is clear from the data gathered that goal-
setting, whether personal or general, can have a positive impact on pupils’ engagement and 
understanding of tasks which is beneficial for future practice. In addition, the enquiry has 
further emphasised the importance of discussion and face-to-face interaction in order to 
motivate pupils despite working virtually.  

However, although the evidence shows an improvement in online engagement it may not 
show an improvement in learning. This enquiry would need to be conducted over a longer 
time period and with a larger group of pupils to ensure validity. The enquiry was also limited 
due to the lack of control over technical problems experienced by some pupils throughout the 
4-week block. Issues of pupil equity and health and wellbeing concerns linked to the 
pandemic should also be considered when reflecting on the impact of goal-setting on pupil 
engagement.  
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