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Abstract

Educators at all levels continually seek ways in which to advance student learning in the classroom. This study was done to examine the effects of two types of goals, assigned and student-selected, on academic achievement. Twenty-five fourth grade students, in a rural Midwestern elementary school, received instruction and utilized specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, and timely (SMART) goals during two separate social studies units, in the spring of 2008. Using checklists, questionnaires, and journals data was collected and analyzed. Results showed students had a significant academic increase while using both types of goals. Their academic performance was most influenced by the use of student-selected goals. Based on these results, educators would benefit from integrating goal setting into their classrooms.

Effects of Goal Setting on Academic Achievement

As the day starts, “Alex” comes running into the classroom, all smiles and full of energy. He has the kind of energy that does not stop all day long. After a few words of encouragement to sit down and start working on his assignment notebook, he settles into his chair and begins to do his work. Staying on task is a difficult process for Alex, even though he seems to love school; in fact, his mother even told me that this is the first year he is excited to come to school. 

Even though Alex’s excitement level was always high, by viewing his report card and daily behaviors, it is obvious that school is not easy for him. He consistently gives his best effort, but he often becomes distracted throughout the course of a day. Prior to this year, he was tested for a learning disability, but did not qualify for special education assistance. When tutors are available, he is always first on the list, but in a school consisting of six classrooms with only two school aids, help is not readily available. Despite these challenges, I begin every day with the same optimistic goal of educating every student, including Alex.

One day early in the school year, after what appeared to be a productive day, I asked Alex, “What did you accomplish today?” With a smile, he looked at me and responded, “Don’t know.” Reflecting on his comment, I came to the realization that I was using teaching techniques that did not promote long-term understanding.

Unfortunately, Alex was not the only student who responded this way. Many students over the past three years have entered my classroom willing to learn. They put forth all the effort required to be successful, but still are not achieving success or reaching their full potential. After serious reflection on this matter, I determined that I gave an abundance of information to my students, but students were losing the desired information. I concluded that I needed to integrate a strategy that could help my students focus on the desired information, and also develop a strategy which they could continue to use throughout their lives. 

With this in mind, I reviewed literature on goal setting. Latham and Locke (1991) noted, “Goal choice reflects an integration of two types of considerations: that pertaining to what is possible and that pertaining to what, among the total array of possibilities, one wants” (p. 213).  After reading this statement, I realized that all the information students learn in a day could be focused through goal setting. I consulted with my building administrator, and he confirmed my thoughts. In our discussion, he said that goal setting with students is a strategy he would like to incorporate in all grade levels throughout our building (R. Jones, personal communication, May 22, 2007). I continued to investigate goal setting and found contradicting information about which types of goals would be most effective for my students. In this study, I anticipate that comparing assigned goals and student-selected goals in my fourth-grade classroom would improve students’ achievement and would help me determine which strategy would benefit students the most.

Literature Review


Throughout my teaching experience, students have been given goals and have set goals of many different types. All too often, teachers or students in a classroom never formally establish goals. What is the correct means of goal setting in a classroom that can help students achieve more? In terms of academics, do these means benefit or impair students academically? These were some of the questions I sought to answers while conducting my review of literature.
Types of Goals


Research regarding different types of goals has proven that participants with difficult goals outperformed students having either easily attainable or moderate goals. In fact, students who set easy goals matched the performance levels of participants in the moderate goal condition (Cambell & Furrer, 1995). Latham and Locke (1991) agreed when they noted, “Given adequate ability and commitment to the goal, the harder the goal the higher the performance” (p. 381). Hollenbeck and Klein (1987) also found that goals perceived as difficult and challenging, yet still attainable, helped lead to higher performance more often than goals that were easy to achieve. Additionally, specific and challenging goals lead to a higher level of performance than three other types of goals: vague but challenging goals, vague but unchallenging goals, or the setting of no goals at all. Vague but challenging goals are present whenever students are being urged to do their best. Vague goals are compatible with many different outcomes, including ones that are lower than the person’s actual best (Latham & Locke, 1991). 

Schunk (1996) concluded that specific goals are more likely to enhance performance than goals that are general and extend into the student’s distant future. Marzano (2003) found students’ achievement scores, in classes where clear learning goals were established, presented a .55 variation higher than the achievement scores for students who did not have clearly established learning goals. This differential translated into 21 percentage points in achievement. The effects of a goal also depended on whether the goal denoted a learning or performance outcome (Marzano, 2003). Latham and Locke (1991) agreed and suggested that maximum effort is not attained under a “do your best” vague performance goal, because the uncertainty in doing one’s best allows people to give themselves the benefit of the doubt in evaluating their performance. Other research focused on participants who had both a specific and challenging learning goal. These students performed better than those who were either urged to do their best or were assigned a specific and challenging performance goal (Seijts, Latham, Tasa, & Latham, 2004). 

Latham and Locke (2007) warned that when students focus on accomplishing a new, complex goal it can lead to them becoming consumed. This will account for a diminished amount of knowledge about information that is not directly tied to that goal. In fact, on tests of information unrelated to the specific goal, the average student in a class in which specific goals were set would score eight percentile points lower than a student in a class absent of such goals (Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock, 2001). Another area of concern with specific, challenging goals is that they may be threatening to the individual that creates them. Although these goals may offer opportunities for learning, they also present the risk of failure, thereby threatening a student’s sense of worth which resulted in a significantly lower performance than those who viewed their goals as challenging (Ames & Archer, 1988; Latham & Locke, 2007).

Latham and Locke (1991) also discovered a direct correlation between goal difficulty and a student’s commitment to achieving a goal. When difficulty was held constant and challenging goals were established, students with high commitment performed better than those with a lower level of commitment. Those who were less committed gave up their difficult goals and favored easier ones. When goals were easily attainable, however, commitment may have actually restricted performances of students. The researchers found that students with high commitment were hesitant to raise their goals, while those students with a lower commitment willingly set higher goals. Hollenbeck and Klein (1987) also found that an individual’s level of dedication to difficult goals increased when peers had similar goals. The level of goal commitment shown by others may have also influenced the individual’s level of goal commitment (Morgan, 1982). 

Alge, Hollenbeck, Klein, and Wesson (1999) revisited goal commitment and found the connection between commitment and goal difficulty to be more complex. When goals became very challenging, the probability of a high level of goal commitment diminished. However, when students used goals, they lowered the frequency of diminished goals. The use of self-selected goals helped individuals feel a deeper connection to their goals. With this connection, individuals continued to have a high level of goal commitment. Assigned goals were much more difficult to predict when it came to goal commitment. Overall, the level of goal commitment depended on how attractive the goal was to the individual. In other situations, success directly affected goal commitment. Dhar, Fishbach, and Zhang (2006) found that when individuals experienced initial success towards a goal, they were less likely to continue working towards another similar type of goal or a greater goal.

Performance vs. Mastery

Two distinct types of goals can be set by students in a classroom. The first type, performance goals, can be associated with students’ competition with one another. An example of a performance goal would be: be the fastest student in class to complete a 100 problem basic math fact worksheet in the shortest amount of time. The second type, mastery goals, focuses on students meeting desired academic benchmarks. An example of a mastery goal would be: complete a 100 problem basic math fact worksheet in 3 minutes with 100% accuracy by the end of 4th grade. The goal is only attained if the benchmark is met. Students who set mastery goals worked to understand the subject material and mastered the information. After evaluating the two types of goals, researchers found that performance goals were more likely to negatively affect students than mastery goals (Anderman & Midgley, 1997). When using performance goals, students experienced different amounts of pressure. While a limited amount of pressure improved student performance, increases in the amount of pressure resulted in debilitated student performance (Utman, 1997). 

Furthermore, Cambell and Furrer (1995) indicated that students in a non-competitive environment had considerably higher performance than individuals in a competitive environment. They also found that students, who received goals of any type where competition was not present, significantly out-performed individuals with the same goals in a competitive setting. In addition, when students perceived an emphasis on mastery goals, they used more learning strategies, preferred tasks that offered challenge, enjoyed class more, and believed that effort and success prevailed (Ames & Archer, 1988). 

Self-Selected Goals


Upon reviewing the literature on self-selected goals, inconsistencies appeared regarding these goals. Hollenbeck and Klein (1987) discovered that when holding goal difficulty as a constant, there were no differences in commitment between participative and assigned goals. Other researchers agreed that the percentage of completed assessments for students in the goal setting group was insignificant when compared to the students in the control group (Swain, 2006). Latham and Locke (1991) found that assigned student goals, accompanied by a rationale, led to higher levels of commitment toward their goals. In a goal setting training session, students in the goal setting group experienced difficulty setting realistic daily goals, despite specific guidelines and upper limits. They met their self-set, daily goals only 38% of the time. However, 48% of the assigned goals were met (Swain, 2006). Gauggel, Hoop, and Werner (2002) agreed and found individuals with assigned goals scored 10% higher than those with self-selected goals due to the difference in goal difficulty. Individuals with assigned goals received goals classified as difficult while individuals with self-selected goals chose goals classified as merely moderately difficult.

In contrast, intrinsic value is an important component of a student’s choice to become cognitively engaged in his classroom academic work (Pintirich & Degroot, 1990). Swain (2006) concluded, although students had difficulty setting realistic goals, the post test results from the student interviews proved that significantly more students in the goal setting group were able to state a specific reading goal. In order to be successful, goal setting requires assessment and problem-solving skills, as well as application and organization. Students, who were active in the goal setting process, developed original lateral thinking skills, personal independence, and responsibility (Rader, 2005). 

Assigned goals and self-selected goals can both have similar affects on students. Chacko and McElroy (1983) presented foundational research which stated that assigned and self-selected goal setting could have either a positive or negative impact on goal ambitions, depending on the performance outcome. If the performance outcome was positive or they accomplished their goals, the individuals were more likely to create a new more difficult goal. If the performance outcome was negative, the individual created easier goals or no goals at all. They also found participative and assigned goal setting lead to higher goal levels that students felt comfortable working toward. However, if the performance outcome was negative, establishing low goal ambitions would be the result (Chacko & McElroy, 1983). 

Twenty years later, Bandura and Locke (2003) re-examined goal setting and found that the higher an individual’s perceived performance level the more committed she became to her goal. Individuals successfully incorporated coping strategies to help them face difficult situations. When tasks exceeded their perceived abilities, students rejected or failed at their goals. In other research, when a positive result occurred and a goal was accomplished, individuals set higher goals. When a negative result occurred and a goal was not accomplished, the new self-selected goal was set lower. However, the next time a goal was set, the goal was raised to compensate for the lower than desired past result (Latham & Locke, 2007).

Swain (2006) discovered that students needed teacher feedback regarding their progress in order to make assessments understandable and more meaningful, regardless of the method of goal choice. Marzano (2003) agreed, as his study indicated the positive impact of feedback on achievement ranged from 21 to 41 percentage points. This data indicated that academic achievement, in classes where effective feedback was provided to students, was considerably higher than that of classes without. Further, feedback can be used to monitor the effect of goals on performance (Zimmerman, 1989).

Research indicated students who selected their own goals experienced beneficial outcomes. Although this may be true, three main questions for this research study still remain:

1. Would goal setting benefit students’ academic performance in a fourth grade classroom?

2.  Would assigned, or student-selected, goals have a greater impact on academic performance? 
3. Upon completion of a unit, would a student’s ability to recall goals be directly related to academic achievement? 
Methodology

Participants

The fourth-grade students who participated in this study attended a rural Midwestern elementary school during the 2007-2008 school year. The class was comprised of 9 girls and 16 boys, ranging from 9 to 11 years of age. Of the 25 students, 1 was Latin American, 1 was Black, and 23 were White. Eight participated in the subsidized school lunch program, and five students met the requirements for special education. Those five students were diagnosed with learning disabilities and received special instruction in mathematics, language arts, and reading. Parental permission was sought and granted for each student who participated in this study.

Procedure 

For the purpose of the action research project, unit 4 of my social studies curriculum was used as my baseline unit. Each day, students were given 50 minutes of social studies instruction in a unit that averaged 3 weeks. Throughout unit 4, each 50 minute class period was divided into 3 sections. We began with a 10 minute questioning period to review information covered earlier in the unit. The next 30 minutes were devoted to giving instruction for the day. Any remaining time was dedicated to independent work time. Except for the addition of my data collection tools consisting of student checklists, student journals, teacher reflections, and student questionnaires, unit 4 was taught in the traditional style of my classroom and students did not have academic goals.


The next two units in my research required the use of goals; therefore, I spent a three week period of time unrelated to social studies to instruct students on how to develop goals. In order for my students to develop an understanding of goal setting, I reviewed literature from my study and found specific, challenging goals lead to a higher level of performance (Locke & Latham, 2007). With that in mind, I chose the SMART goal process: goals that are specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, and timely. During the goal instructional period, I began with modeling and finished by collaborating with my students on SMART goal construction. As students learned how to develop SMART goals they completed a variety of small goals such as making 10 people smile in a day, or accomplishing a score of 20 or higher on an individual math test. In each case, class discussion determined if a valid SMART goal was developed. 

Once students had an understanding of SMART goal construction, I began unit 5 in which I assigned SMART goals. The goals my students received were: (a) by the end of unit five, list three reasons why the colonists declared their independence from England, (b) by the end of unit 5, locate and label five states that developed from the Northwest Territory on a map, (c) by the end of unit 5, summarize the life of Black Hawk, (d) by the end of unit 5, create a Venn diagram comparing pioneer life in the 1800s to life today, and (e) by the end of unit 5, list five ways mining helped develop our state (see Appendix A). Students received a typed copy of these five goals. This list remained consistently visible to each student, because it was taped to their desks, throughout the unit. Utilizing class discussion, we determined how these goals would be accomplished. Students’ suggestions included increased study time, collaborating with other students, and forming a studying partnership.


The final unit of my study was unit 6 in which students used self-selected goals. Prior to the start of this unit, students had the opportunity to look through the material provided in their social studies textbooks. This allowed the class to have an extensive discussion on some of the important information included in this unit. This was followed by the compilation of a list of desired information. From this list, students used their goal template (see Appendix B) to develop five individual goals using the SMART goal criteria. Most students wrote considerably vague goals for the unit. For example, Student 25 wrote, “I will understand transportation by the end of unit 6” (personal communication, April 20, 2008). Other students were able to write goals that were more specific. “I will explain the lumber industry in Wisconsin and how it changed our state by the end of unit 6” (Student 1, personal communication, April 20, 2008). These goals were once again taped to their desks.


Although each unit of study had a different approach to goal setting, the daily lesson format remained consistent with the baseline unit. Each lesson would begin with 10 minutes of questioning, followed by several teaching strategies such as group work and direct instruction. The lesson concluded with individual work time. Students also received vocabulary sheets, projects, and worksheets for each unit.

Research Design


During this study, many different types of data collection tools were used. A control group was not available, so I used unit 4 of the social studies curriculum as baseline data. I compared three units in the same curricular area. The first collection tool used was a pre and post unit questionnaires (see Appendix C). Students received the time they needed to answer each question on the questionnaire. Upon completion of the action research, I used the data from the pre and post questionnaires to identify if a measurable improvement in academic achievement emerged by comparing individual student results and class totals.   


The second data collection tool used was a student participation checklist (see Appendix D). This checklist was used each day during the 10 minute questioning period at the beginning of each lesson. Each time a student answered a question, I placed a tally in his or her column, and a second tally went in a corresponding column that recorded correct and incorrect answers. I used the checklist to recognize each student’s participation and recall information in the unit. At the end of each unit, I calculated the total number of answers and found a percentage to determine the level of correctness for each student’s answers. I then compared varying numbers among the three units.


The third data collection tool used in this study was student journaling. Students wrote in their journals at the beginning, middle, and end of each unit. This tool determined student attitudes toward their learning, additional knowledge gained throughout the unit, and their ability to recall the goals they had prepared for each unit. Students concentrated on their progress and explained the reasons for their progress. Other data collection tools evaluated students’ improvement in their attitudes toward individual learning, but journaling was especially valuable because it directly revealed students’ personal thoughts. Teacher reflections, in conjunction with student journaling, compared my perception of what was happening in the classroom to the students’ perceptions. 


The final data collection tool used to measure student achievement was assessment. Students completed a variety of assessments that included worksheets, projects, and formal unit evaluations. Upon completion of each unit, I tabulated all assessment data scores together to find the total score and compared it against the baseline scores. Then, I evaluated post assessments separately. Student’s individual scores were analyzed, as well as the performance of the entire class with each unit. 

Results

Upon the conclusion of my research, I organized the data to determine if setting goals would improve student achievement and, if so, which type of goals benefited students the most. Analyzing assessment scores, a student checklist, pre and post questionnaires, and student journals determined the results. My findings concluded that students experienced (a) an increase in academic achievement in class and during classroom discussion, (b) an increase in academic achievement for assessments, and (c) an increased understanding of learning objectives.


The results from the checklist showed higher levels of understanding with self-selected goals, compared to units that had assigned, or no goals. I calculated the results of the student checklist at the end of each unit. For unit 4, which consisted of no goals, students answered a total of 148 questions and were correct 63% of the time. In the next two units, students followed the same questioning procedure. The results from unit 5, which contained teacher assigned goals, showed an increase of 16%. Students, during this unit, answered 197 questions and achieved an accuracy level of 79%. In unit 6, students were able to select their own goals. During this unit, students answered a total of 208 questions, and gave correct answers 75% of the time.


Daily assessments and end assessments also indicated a change in academic achievement when analyzed. I used unit 4 as a baseline against unit 5 and unit 6. Results from the unit without goals, unit 4, showed that students achieved an average of 78% on daily assessments and 65% on the end assessment. One student achieved a perfect score on the end assessment. Results from unit 5, the unit containing assigned goals, showed the average score on daily assessments increased to 83%, and the end assessment increased to 75%. Three students scored 100% on the unit 5 end assessment. Unit 6, the unit including self-selected goals, also showed an increase when compared to unit 4 and unit 5. During this unit, students obtained an average score on daily assessments of 83%, and achieved an 85% on the end assessment. Five students recorded a 100% on the end assessment for unit 6. The results revealed an increase of achievement when students used goals of any type. Even more significant was the increase in achievement when students selected goals of their own. (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Average student score on daily assessments and end assessments.
Further evaluation of daily and end assessments revealed 13 students achieved a positive growth in both assessments during unit 5 and 16 students achieved the same positive growth during unit 6. The greatest student increase on unit 5 and 6 was 18 percentage points on their daily assessments and an average increase of 53 percentage points on their end assessment. Three students from unit 5 and four students from unit 6 showed a positive growth in daily assessments despite poor performance on the end assessment. Both units that involved goals indicated four students with decreased scores on their daily work, yet achieved a higher score on their end assessments. Finally, three students during unit 5 and one student from unit 6 performed poorly on both their daily work and their end assessment.


In order to determine the final grade students received on each unit, I calculated together all assessments. The range for each final grade was (a) 96% - 100% advanced, (b) 75% - 95% proficient, (c) 60% - 74% basic, and (d) 0% - 59% minimal. Figure 2 illustrates the number of students who received each grade.
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Figure 2. Comparison of achievement levels for each unit.
I viewed the final grades given to each student. I then calculated the percentage of students receiving a desired proficient grade or higher. In unit 4, which consisted on no goals, 52% of students reached the proficient level with only 1 student achieving an advanced score. An increase of 14% occurred in unit 5, which contained teacher assigned goals, where 64% of the students were above the proficient level; this included 2 students who achieved advanced. During unit 6, the unit including self-selected goals, students had the highest average with 84% of students being proficient or advanced.


In order to determine if students understood goals used in each unit, individuals received a pre and post questionnaire. Figure 3 illustrates the number of students who recalled the said goals at the completion of each unit.
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Figure 3. Number of goals recalled at the completion of each unit. 

The rate of gain and recollection of specific goals did not correlate. Students experienced academic growth even though they were not able to name assigned or student-selected goals at the end of each unit. Figure 4 illustrates the number of goals students recalled at the end of unit 5 and 6 and the percentage of academic increase students achieved in each area. Unit 4 had no goals; therefore, it was not included in this comparison.
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Figure 4. Percent of change in the number of goals recalled in units containing goals. 

When the results of unit 5 and unit 6 assessments were averaged, the students who did not state any goals at the end of the unit increased 16%. The 3 students, who recalled 2 goals, increased 39%. Students naming 3 goals had the most even growth between the two units and showed an average growth of 24%. Although there was a negative growth for those students who could name four goals in unit 5, the seven students, who could name four goals, showed an increase of 3%. The 22 students naming all 5 goals increased their achievement by 12%.

Using the questionnaire (see Appendix C), I analyzed the data to compare students’ levels of understanding of the goals they had for each unit. Students were asked to use a scale with one meaning they did not understand the goals to a five, which meant they completely understood all of their goals. Upon completion of the research, I found an average for each unit. For unit 4, the unit with no goals, students’ answers ranged from one to three. The average score for understanding was 1.7. In unit 5, the unit containing teacher assigned goals, student’s answers ranged from one to five and the class had an average score of 3.5. Unit 6, the unit including self-selected goals, had answers ranging from one to five, but had the highest average score of 4.0. 

During each unit, student journals and teacher observations reflected how students were doing during each unit. At the conclusion, I analyzed the journals to determine how students felt about each unit. There was little variation between students. In the units when students utilized goals, 14% of students felt as if they struggled at times, but the majority of students, 73%, determined that they were doing “good”. In contrast, when not using goals, 78% of students commented that they did not understand or that the unit was very difficult. I agreed with my students. My teacher observations indicated that students struggled in unit 4. I also recognized their excitement to start each lesson when goals were present. Students showed excitement when taking the end assessment for those units as well. It also appeared to me that students had the greatest achievement on unit 5.

Students also selected the unit where they felt they did the best. Of the 25 students in my class, 15 students believed they did their best on unit 6, the unit including self-selected goals, 10 students chose unit 5, the unit containing self-selected goals, and no student chose unit 4, the unit with no goals. I then looked at each student’s results and found which unit he or she had his or her highest achievement. Upon completion, I found 21 students had their highest achievement on unit 6 (with self-selected goals). Only 4 of the 25 students in the fourth grade had their highest achievement in unit 5 (with assigned goals). Not a single student achieved their highest final score in unit 4 (without goals).

Discussion


After analyzing the research data, the results confirmed my belief that students who had goals would have increased academic performance. I also found that although student achievement increased when students were assigned goals, an even greater increase occurred when students chose their own goals.


When examining the results, it was clear to see that having goals resulted in an increased accuracy of answers given during daily questioning. The units that had goals, whether assigned or student-selected, had results that showed at least a 10% increase in accuracy of answers given by the students. I noticed that, during the questioning portion of each lesson, where goals were present, a greater amount of students participated. During this time, the questions that I asked were more direct and focused on the specific material from the goals. Each question prepared them for the next higher level question and the number of tangents that occurred during this time seemed to diminish.  This, in turn, allowed for deeper discussion, and lead to an increase in the number of direct content connections students made in discussion. 


Another area that indicated an increase in academic achievement was assessments. I expected an increase in this area, but was surprised to see the amount. On their daily work, students only increased five percent for units 5 and 6, but the end assessments really showed improvement. The class average increased 10% in unit 5 and then increased 20% in unit 6. Although overall class average for units using goals showed positive academic growth, I felt concerned that a few students had such a large increase that the average would be skewed. This was not the case. When students received assigned goals, 13 out of 23 students had a positive growth in daily and end assessments. When students selected their own goals, 16 out of 23 students showed a positive growth in both assessment areas. However, some students had a negative growth on both assessment areas during one of the units. Three students from unit 5 and one student from unit 6 showed a regression on both assessment areas. 


The objective of any unit is for the students to score proficient or advanced according to standards implemented by a given state. I determined that 52% of the students in my class reached the proficiency level during unit 4, which was our baseline unit and was without goals. I could not have anticipated the increase that occurred in the units where goals were present. Although there was a growth of 14% when students were assigned their goals, 84% of students who selected their own goals were at proficient or higher, an increase of 32%. Five students were able to obtain a score in the advanced level for that specific benchmark. The data obtained from assessment scores indicated that students, who chose their own goals, were able to achieve a higher level of learning than those with assigned goals, or those without goals at all. The ownership involved in student’s selecting their own goals appeared to be the reason for this increase.  


In order for students to achieve the highest level, I believed students needed to learn or recall all of their goals by the end of the unit. This was not the case. First, not all of the students were able to name all the goals. The highest amount of students who could name all 5 goals was in unit 6; 16 students accomplished this task. This result could support the increase of students who met the proficient benchmark. Surprisingly, I found that even though students could not name any goals at the end of the unit, they still showed 16% increase on their end assessment. This may indicate a possible lack of memorization skills or an inability to list items; yet supports the fact that students need to have their goals written down to have the opportunity to revisit them daily. 


When beginning my research, I thought students would struggle with understanding or being able to put forth the effort needed to accomplish their goals. I was impressed to see how well the students in my class worked. I had many students conduct research outside of class on goals they felt they did not understand or goals they enjoyed. What I found most interesting were the low achieving students I found at the public library looking for additional information. They were students who received basic scores on the previous unit. I witnessed my class’ confidence level rise as goals were introduced. In fact, Student 24 wrote, “At first I felt I did not really understand this unit. When I started reading my goals, I realized I completely understand” (personal communication, May 3, 2008). In their journals, students wrote about how interesting units with goals had become when compared to units where goals were not present. This increase in interest could be directly connected to the students having greater academic success. Another student said, “I liked unit 5 a lot because I learned so much from it” (Student 19, personal communication, March 12, 2008). 

Although students were able to become more interested, I was concerned that it would make their learning become more difficult. I felt students might struggle with the setting of goals, and that would cause them to worry more about establishing their goals than working toward accomplishing them. However, I found students were more focused and appeared to better understand expectations. They focused on the goals that they were given and, when asked to rate the difficulty of accomplishing their goals at the end of each unit, there was only a difference of three tenths. This shows me that students did not find learning any more difficult using goals, even though they were learning more independently.


Even though students were more focused on the desired information, I found that they were not able to recall extra information learned during either unit that used goals. I found that only one student was able to list five different pieces of information, and two students listed four items. This remained a concern. Were students so focused on their goals that they were missing other information that they could be learning?

After we completed unit 4, the unit with no goals,  ( I had the students complete the questionnaire to determine if they understood the desired information. I was not surprised to see that students only scored a 1.7 on a scale of 5 for understanding. When we completed unit 5, the unit containing teacher assigned goals, students understanding rose to 3.5 out of 5. This directly correlated to the results I found using the other data collection tools. But, unit 6, the unit including self-selected goals, had the greatest understanding, with an average score of 4.0 out of 5. Again, this shows that, although students’ academic achievement increased using assigned goals, students who chose their own goals felt they understood the desired information the best. 


Based on all the information, when students selected the unit in which they achieved the most, they chose unit 6, and for the most part they were correct. Of the 25 students who participated in my research for this unit, 21 had their highest achievement in unit 6, compared with 15 who thought unit 6 was their best. Ten students chose unit 5, in which only four of those students reached their highest level. The powerful result here is that not a single student chose unit 4 in which students did not receive goals. Even though students had not received their final grade for each unit, they realized they had achieved more by using goals than without using them.


Finally, when comparing my journal entry results to that of my students, I found similarities and differences. I found agreement with how excited students were to begin each lesson that involved goals. Every day would start exactly where the last one left off, and students were much more on task. I found differences only in that I thought students would do their best on unit 5 when they actually had greater achievement on unit 6. 

Students appeared to be more knowledgeable about the assigned goals. This was apparent during daily questioning. When questioned about the assigned goals, students gave correct answers with a greater frequency. I also found students often lost their goal sheets. This forced them to try to remember their previous goals or start over. Student 4 lost his or her individual goals three times throughout unit 6 even though they were taped to his or her desk. 

As I observed my students writing their SMART goals, I was concerned because their goals appeared to be too vague, and based on my research, should have provided for lower academic achievement. But instead, self-selected goals produced the greatest amount of academic increase. I believe by allowing students to choose their own goals, I gave them more responsibility and increased their intrinsic motivation. This allowed my students to make the choice to engage themselves in their established goals resulting in the increased academic performance and thus confirming the findings of Latham and Locke (1991). 
Limitations

A significant limitation to consider is the lack of different test groups. Since I only had access to one group of students, I was unable to maintain a control group to use as a comparison. Instead, I had to use three separate social studies units with the first unit designated as the baseline. Although I feel I collected quality data, I would be interested to see how my results would change if I had three different groups.



A second limitation occurred shortly before the completion of the first unit. Two students were added to our classroom. Since they were not there for unit 4, I was unable to establish a baseline to use for comparison. These two students did not receive the opportunity to practice writing goals nor were they shown how to accomplish their individual goals. 


Another issue that arose was the amount of time. Each year, our school participates in a district Heritage Fair and I planned to have all my data collected before the beginning of this project. Unfortunately, this did not happen. After unit 5, I had to stop collecting data to complete the Heritage Fair project. Due to the short time frame needed to complete their projects, goals were not formally used. With this in mind, my students did not have an opportunity to continue working with their goals, which could have resulted in a loss of understanding needed to accomplish any self-selected goals. Upon completion of the Heritage Fair, we continued and started unit 6. 


The next limitation involved the journal entries recorded by my students throughout the research. I was disappointed with the results of these writings. I wanted students to write in-depth about their understanding of each unit, their trials and tribulations, and their true feelings about the process. Instead, I received journals that used very general terms. “I think I did very good and got lots [sic] of information. I learned a lot” (Student 1, personal communication, May 3, 2008). Several students failed to give any reasons to support their feelings. Fourth grade students may be too immature or lack the ability to express themselves in writing to the level I anticipated. This limited the amount of quality information I received from my students. 

Conclusion


Before the start of my research, I had three main questions. First, would goal setting increase academic achievement in a fourth grade classroom? Second, which type of goal, assigned or student-selected, would increase academic performance? Third, at the end of a unit, would student’s ability to recall goals be directly related to academic achievement? Upon completion of this study, I found that goal setting increases academic achievement. Students improved using both types of goal setting, however when they used student-selected goals, 84% of the students in the classroom scored proficient or advanced. Also, although students who recalled all of their goals showed academic improvement, it was not necessary. Students who used self-selected goals had increased academic performance no matter how many goals they were able to recall. This confirmed that students’ academic performances improved through the use of goal setting. I also found that with this increase in academic performance, my students experienced a greater sense of confidence throughout the units.

But what happened to Alex? Alex improved from being on the low end of basic to proficient in both units that required goals. In fact, when Alex chose his own goals in unit 6, he scored proficient, just missing advanced, with an overall percentage of over 90%. Alex began to actively participate in classroom discussion. When asked again about what he learned that day, Alex’s answer was completely different. Again a smile came to his face, but this time he confidently recalled information that correlated with the goals that he created. As I listened to him speak, a smile came to my face as well.

This was a positive experience for the students in my class and for me as well. Goal setting proved to be a valuable strategy that helped my students reach a level that I did not believe possible. With these results in mind, I plan to share my findings with my colleagues and incorporate goal setting into all areas of curriculum in my self-c--- ontained classroom.           
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Appendix A

Unit 5 Social Studies’ Goals

1. By the end of unit 5, I will list three reasons why the colonists declared their independence from England.

2. By the end of unit 5, I will label five states that developed from the Northwest Territory on a map.

3. By the end of unit 5, I will summarize the life of Black Hawk and list three reasons why the Black Hawk War occurred.

4. By the end of unit 5, I will create a Venn diagram comparing pioneer life in the 1800s to life today.

5.  By the end of unit 5, I will list five ways mining helped develop our state.

Appendix B

Goal Template

Who:___________________________________________________________________

What:___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How:___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Goals (How will I measure what and/or how?)


Measure 1:  _______________________________________________________


Measure 2:  _______________________________________________________


Measure 3:  _______________________________________________________


Measure 4:  _______________________________________________________

When:__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Appendix C

Goal Setting Questionnaire

Name: ________________________________

Unit: ______________________________

Date: _________________________________

1. List the goals that were to be achieved in this chapter.

1.

2.

3.

2. List 3 items you learned that were not included in the goals for this chapter. (Extra Information)

1.

2.

3.

3. On a scale of 1 to 5, how do you feel you understand the information in this chapter?

Struggled




Completely Understand

1


2

3

4

5

4. On a scale of 1 to 5, how difficult was it to achieve your goals?

Easy






Very Difficult

1


2

3

4

5
Appendix D

Goal Setting Participation Checklist

	4th Grade
	# Answered
	# Correct
	# Incorrect

	Student 1
	
	
	

	Student 2
	
	
	

	Student 3
	
	
	

	Student 4
	
	
	

	Student 5
	
	
	

	Student 6
	
	
	

	Student 7
	
	
	

	Student 8
	
	
	

	Student 9
	
	
	

	Student 10
	
	
	

	Student 11
	
	
	

	Student 12
	
	
	

	Student 13
	
	
	

	Student 14
	
	
	

	Student 15
	
	
	

	Student 16
	
	
	

	Student 17
	
	
	

	Student 18
	
	
	

	Student 19
	
	
	

	Student 20
	
	
	

	Student 21
	
	
	

	Student 22
	
	
	

	Student 23
	
	
	

	Student 24
	
	
	

	Student 25
	
	
	


