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Abstract 

One essential component of reading and writing instruction is motivation. This study explored 

the impact of goal setting on motivation in reading and writing class in a fifth grade classroom in 

a rural community. Participants wrote goals weekly in their goal journal that was provided for 

them and reflected each day on if they were able to meet their goal for the day or what they could 

do to help attain their goal if they had not done it that day. Findings indicated that participants’ 

motivation was impacted in their desire to want to read and/or write, participate in class 

discussions, and read a variety of materials during independent reading time. 
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Introduction 

Motivation can be a crucial part for students as they get into upper elementary, middle, 

and high school. As students enter adolescence, they start to disagree more with teachers and are 

less cooperative when it comes to school work and participation. Over the last four years of my 

teaching career I have observed several students, both boys and girls, not participate in class 

discussion and activities for reading and language arts. This concerns me because they are such a 

young age to already be lacking motivation to want to do well in reading and writing. I have 

witnessed a significant drop over the years in motivation particularly in reading and language 

arts classes.  I have wondered why they are not motivated to succeed in class, or participate in 

discussion, or do their work.  I researched several instructional strategies and talked to colleagues 

about how to improve my students’ motivation to do well in all subject areas, but was not able to 

find a successful strategy. I have tried both intrinsic as well as extrinsic motivational strategies. 

Like Davis (2003), I have found that extrinsic rewards only last for a short period of time before 

they too become ineffective in motivating students. The rewards work for a brief moment 

because the students are excited about the reward of some kind, but then after a month or so the 

excitement starts to fizzle out. I found myself back at the beginning with trying to motivate my 

students to want to succeed in reading and/or writing class.  I needed to come up with a strategy 

that would keep my students motivated to do well in language arts and reading over the whole 

year, not just a brief moment of time. 

 I began researching motivation broadly. Several articles provided examples of extrinsic 

motivation, but I wanted something that would be geared towards more of an intrinsic 

motivational strategy because it was important that my students gain a skill they could continue 

to use into their later years of schooling. I came across an article by Patel, Smith, Fitzsimmons, 



SETTING GOALS TO MOTIVATE 4 

McGee, and Detmer (2012) in which the researchers were investigating goal setting to help 

motivate and self-regulate students’ behavior. Their research sparked my interest immediately 

because goal setting is a strategy students could use at any age and supports intrinsic motivation. 

As I was reading, it became even more evident that this would become my action research 

project. This strategy had the potential to help me teach my students how to motivate themselves 

and also to meet the diverse needs of all my students.  

Literature Review 

Self-regulation and Motivation 

 Students of all ages need motivation to do well in school and life. For some it is as simple 

as feeling good about themselves or a small sticker, others it takes larger rewards like getting 

good grades or getting into a school.  Research indicates the ability to control your own emotions 

and behaviors has a positive correlation with academic achievement, social abilities, and self-

esteem (Patel, Smith, Fitzsimmons, McGee, & Detmer, 2012). Students who self-regulate tend to 

achieve more because they are able to control their behaviors. Self-regulation is the ability to 

stop doing something if need be, even if that person doesn’t want to. It also can be the ability to 

start doing something if need be, even if that person doesn’t want to. Self-regulation is a vital 

part to being able to motivate yourself to do well in something. People who self-regulate also 

tend to reflect on themselves and what they are doing. Reflection allows you to think about what 

you are doing and learn from those decisions. 

Another aspect of getting students to want to succeed in reading and/or writing is to 

encourage them to be self-motivators. There are several strategies that teachers can use to help 

motivate their students to want to participate in class discussions, activities, and completing their 

work.  One way to help students become motivated to want to do well is the idea of having free 
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choice in things that they are doing. Students should be given a voice in how they learn or which 

activities they participate in (Mitra, 2004). Jordan (2002) states that “learning becomes more 

meaningful to individuals if they are able to construct meaning in their natural learning 

environment or through their multiple intelligence” (as cited by Gardner, 1983). By giving 

students the choice on how they want to learn, it allows them to be motivated to want to learn 

because it is something they enjoy doing. They are taking ownership in their education and 

striving to reach their potential. Antonio and Guthrie (2008) recommended scaffolding for 

student choice. Teachers start with offering simple choice at first and then move towards helping 

students practice making good choices and providing feedback on their choices. Students then 

move towards using team choices for younger students to help students make choices. Teachers 

are there to offer information that clarifies good choices if students are confused on picking 

books. These different steps happen with the teacher initially helping students learn their 

responsibilities in choosing books to students making all of the decisions (Antonion & Guthrie, 

2008). 

 Another way to motivate students is by using cooperative learning in your classroom. 

Cooperative learning takes place when small groups of students work together to achieve one 

common goal. David Johnson and Roger Johnson (1999) describe five components needed to 

make it a high-quality cooperative learning experience. Students need to have positive 

interdependence. This means that students take responsibility for themselves and their group’s 

effort towards the task. They also need to have face-to-face interaction. They support each other 

and encourage them to do well on the task at hand. They discuss their ideas with each other in a 

group setting. Another thing it needs to have is individual and group accountability.  Each 

student is responsible for doing their part as well as making sure their group members do their 
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part. They also need to make sure their behavior is correct and helpful with their task. The last 

thing they need is for the group to analyze how they worked together to get the task done 

(Johnson & Johnson, 1999).  

Intrinsic And Extrinsic Motivation  

 Motivation can be classified as both intrinsic and extrinsic (Hansen, 2001).  Intrinsic 

motivation occurs when people are interested and enjoying what they are doing (Hansen, 2001).  

They feel motivated and determined to meet their goal. Extrinsic motivation is when behavior is 

changed because of an outside circumstance. These circumstances could be a reward of some 

kind, like candy, recess, stickers, etc. These are things that students get because of their behavior 

or what they are doing.  

 Extrinsic and intrinsic motivation can be related to one another. Extrinsic motivation may 

have a negative impact on intrinsic motivation. Many teachers reward students with extrinsic 

rewards to keep them motivated to do well on things. Teachers do not realize that by giving 

students extrinsic rewards, they are taking away from students’ internal will to do well. Many 

teachers rely on extrinsic rewards, like candy and stickers, because they were easy things to get 

students motivated to do what was expected of them. They never realize the harm that they are 

placing on them because of it. Deci and Ryan found in their study that teachers destroy the love 

of learning for children when they use extrinsic rewards to motivate the student(s) to do 

something (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Teachers are preparing students for a lifetime of learning. 

Because of this, teachers need to prepare them to motivate themselves inwardly to help them 

achieve their goals in high school, college, and their professional careers. Stickers and candy are 

not going to help them achieve this. 
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 Choice is an important aspect of motivation. When Jordan and Hendricks (2002) wanted 

to increase their students’ engagement in literacy learning, they used a variety of different 

methods from student contracts to cooperative grouping to Literature circles. Jordan and 

Hendricks created student contracts that allowed their students to pick their own activity based 

on what they want to do for their project on Holes. They found that students were more engaged 

in learning when they were given the opportunity to decide on their assignment to complete 

(Jordan & Hendricks, 2002).   In a study of 20 first graders, Hansen (2001) found that when 

students were given choice of activities, they were more motivated to want to do well. During 

Hansen’s study, she found that the amount of teamwork, excitement, independence, focus, and 

motivation grew. All her students benefited from this particular study. Intrinsic motivation is not 

something that can be taught. It is something that is developed (Hansen, 2001).   

Motivation in reading. Foundational research has shown the importance of attending to 

student motivation during reading instruction. Gambrell (1996) did a study with third and fifth 

grade students to find out what motivates children in reading. She used a Motivation to Read 

Profile (MRP) and conversational interviews to help analyze students’ motivation to read. She 

found that students value reading, but many do not see it as a positive activity or a high-priority 

activity. Gambrell also found that as students get into higher grade levels their interest in reading 

decreases.  Her research found that classrooms that encourage reading motivation have teachers 

who are reading models, have a book-rich classroom environment, opportunities for choice, 

familiarity with books, social interactions about books, and literacy-related incentives that reflect 

the value of reading (Gambrell, 1996). Allowing students to pick their own reading material is 

also helpful in increasing their motivation to read because students become independent and 

versatile readers. Gambrell’s study found that only 10% of the children in their study talked 
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about books or stories that were assigned to them. The other 90% discussed a book that they 

picked.  

Goal Setting 

 One strategy that helps students become motivated self-regulators is setting a goal for the 

students to obtain (Cabral-Marquez, 2015). Setting goals allows students to determine what they 

want to achieve and the steps they can take to achieve it. Goal setting is the process of creating a 

target or plan for someone to achieve over a period of time. Patel et al (2012) stated that setting 

goals allows for students to develop self-regulative behaviors among individuals and contributes 

to the building of self-motivation.  

 One method for students to monitor their goals is to have them respond in a daily journal 

about how their goal is going and how they can complete their goal for the week. The student is 

able to set a goal for the beginning of the week and put that at the top of the journal to remind 

them of what their goal is. The page then has a blank for each day of the week for the student to 

reflect on how the week is going in terms of meeting their goal. They can also write weekly 

reflections in their journal about how the week went and how they can improve on themselves 

for the next week in achieving their goal.  In Patel et al (2012), as time went on, students were 

able to write and discuss their classroom behavior more articulately than in the first few weeks of 

the study. Students created more in-depth comments regarding their goal and how it was going as 

the study went on. Students were taking ownership in their education because of the goals that 

were being met. 

Setting appropriate goals. In order for a goal to be a high-quality goal it needs to have 

three major components: It needs to be difficult, specific, and proximal (Locke, 1996). Locke did 

a study to find why some people perform better on work tasks than others. He used the idea of 
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setting goals to help determine this. Locke found that goals that were more difficult had a greater 

achievement. Over thirty years of research, students who had a difficult goal were more 

committed to that goal and wanting to achieve it. The goal needs to be a balance between too 

simple and too difficult. If students set too easy of a goal they will not be inclined to want to do it 

or it will not be a satisfying goal. On the flipside, if something is too difficult, they will become 

discouraged and want to give up on the goal in front of them  (Locke, 1996).  

Another element to setting a goal is specificity. Specific goals increase students’ 

performance because they provide exact details of what the student needs in order to meet their 

goals. When a child sets a specific goal it helps build self-efficacy because students are able to 

assess their individual progress (Cabral-Marquez, 2015). If goals are broad students have a 

difficult time achieving them because they are not sure exactly what to do. Students need step-

by-step specifics to help them know what achieving their goal looks like. 

The last thing needed for achieving a goal is proximity. Proximal goals are expected to be 

met in the near future, while distal goals are long-term. Proximal goals help students know there 

is an end to achieving their goal. When students have a distal goal, they sometimes feel like there 

is no ending to their goal (Patel et al, 2012).  In this study, the authors use the acronym SMART 

to help students create goals. This acronym helps students recognize the specific behaviors 

needed to create a goal and achieve that goal. S stands for specific, clearly defined goals. M 

stands for measurable, precise elements. A stands for attainable, realistic goals. R stands for 

relevant and what you want most in your future. T stands for time-bound. By executing these 

specific behaviors, students are able to set a goal and obtain it (Patel et al, 2012) 

 Teachers need to be able to support students in their goal setting and achieving their 

goals. One way to do this is by setting up teacher-student conferences. These conferences can 
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happen periodically to meet with students to discuss their goals and how they feel the goal 

process is going. Figure 1 shows what teachers can do to support their students (Cabral-Marquez, 

2015). Teachers need to teach them how to set up appropriate goals. They also need to have goal 

conferences to make sure that they are meeting the criteria needed to meet their goals. Teachers 

not only need to meet with them to set up their goal but to also have progress conferences to see 

how they are achieving their goal and what we can do to make sure they meet it. The final thing 

teachers need to do is evaluate goal achievement at the end of the established cycle. 

 

Figure 1. Goal-Setting Procedure. This figure shows the steps teachers can take to help students 

create a goal for themselves. 
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 Motivation is important because it is needed in order for students to succeed in school 

and life. If students do not have motivation to want to succeed in school, they will not be 

learning as much as they should be. They are turned away from achieving any goals and do not 

want to do anything in their classroom. I read about several motivation strategies during my 

literature review that ranged from free choice to student voice to cooperative learning. But one 

theory that stood out to me the most was the idea of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. 

Specifically looking at ways to intrinsically motivate students to want to be self-regulators and 

self-motivators in reading and/or writing. One of the ways to achieve this is by setting goals for 

themselves. By students setting goals they are creating something that keeps them focused on a 

task and achieving a goal that they create.  This idea lead to my action research questions: How 

does goal setting impact intermediate students’ motivation to succeed in reading and/or writing? 

Methods 

Setting 

 This study was conducted in an elementary school that serves 202 students ranging from 

pre-kindergarten to fifth grade in a small Midwestern city. My school’s student population is 

92% Caucasian, 1% American Indian, 1% Asian or Pacific Islander, 2% Black, and 4% 

Hispanic. We have no children who are English Language Learners. The school has one section 

of pre-kindergarten, two sections of kindergarten, one section of first grade, two sections of 

second grade, two sections of third grade, two sections of fourth grade, and one section of fifth 

grade.  

 The community is a low-income, transient community. Only 11% of the adult population 

in the town of little over 1,000 people has a higher education than a high school diploma. 61% of 

our students qualify for free or reduced lunch. The school district sees the effects of the town 
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being transient as well, because we are having children leave and come into our classroom at all 

times of the year. This study took place from September 2015 to November 2015. 

Participants 

 The subjects for this study were 24 fifth-grade students, fourteen girls and ten boys in my 

class. Eight of these students are below grade level readers, four are at or near grade level, and 

twelve are above grade level as measured using our school’s benchmark system to get an 

accurate understanding of the participant’s reading levels. Our daily schedule consists of an hour 

and half of math, one hour of reading, one hour of writing, one hour of science, and one hour of 

social studies. 

Before the action research began, participants were informed about the study and a letter 

was sent home for permission to be a part of the study. It noted that all students would be 

participating in the activities, even if they did not want data to be used because they are part of 

my regular classroom activities. All students were given permission to participate, so I analyzed 

data from all 24 students. 

Data Collection  

 For this study, I collected qualitative data to answer my research questions. Data sources 

included pre- and post-survey, student work, and observational notes. The students completed a 

reading and writing survey that I created at the beginning of the study on their feelings about 

reading and writing. They also took the same survey at the end of the study to see if their views 

had changed because of goal setting. In addition, students wrote in goal setting journals every 

week. We met twice during this study to have a teacher-student conference to see how goal 

setting was going, what they needed to do to achieve their goals, and how I could help them 
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achieve their goals. I also observed them throughout reading and writing to see if their behavior 

changed during the research period. 

Materials Used 

 During this research project, I used the reading curriculum adopted by the school to help 

students set their goals. We used Good Habits, Great Readers (Fisher, Frey, & Klein, 2009) for 

whole group reading and Good Habits, Great Readers Guided Reading during guided reading 

class. We used Lucy Calkins’ Writer’s Workshop (Calkins & Marron, 2013) during writing class.  

I also created a goal journal (Appendix A, Appendix B, and Appendix C) that had the 

participants’ goal sheets in it to help them stay organized through the study. The participants had 

a sheet for their goal and what they can do for the week to meet their goal. There was also a sheet 

with four boxes on it that the participants used to reflect in each day on how their goal was 

going. Then at the end of the week the participants reflected on if they met their goal, what they 

did well for the week, and how they could improve for their goal next week. They kept their goal 

journals in their book boxes during the study for reference whenever they wanted. I also used a 

conference sheet I created to fill out when I met with the participants throughout the survey.  

Procedures 

 To begin my study students took the pre-survey on the third day of school this fall. They 

answered questions that ranged from how they feel about reading to what they think reading is. 

They also answered questions about writing and what they think about writing. The survey was a 

multiple choice questionnaire where they picked the best response for their feelings about 

reading and writing. I analyzed the results to assess the students’ feelings about reading and 

writing. 
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 After a few weeks of school, I introduced the idea of goal setting in general. We talked 

about setting goals in their everyday lives and created a list of goals they have for their lives. We 

shared these as a class. I projected a T-table on the SmartBoard: one side said short-term goals 

and the other side said long-term goals. As students shared their goals with the class, I wrote 

their goal on one of the sides. After the participants shared their goals, I asked them to look at 

both sides of the table and consider what short-term goals and long-term goals meant. Students 

came to understand that a long-term goal is something that takes place over an extended period 

of time and a short-term goal can be achieved quickly. 

 After discussing life goals, we began talking about goals specifically in reading and 

writing. Participants created both short-term and long-term goals for reading and writing. The 

class shared their goals with one another and we talked about what would make high quality 

goals and which would be more superficial. We decided that quality goals are goals that help us 

become better in either reading or writing, depending on which subject their goal was related to. 

Goals related to work completion but not gaining knowledge were more superficial. 

 Next, we discussed the criteria for writing a goal. We used Locke’s idea of goals beings 

specific, proximity, and difficulty (Locke, 1996). We studied why these three criteria were 

important and how they contributed to a quality goal. With partners, students created goals that 

would be appropriate. The participants then shared their goals and the class discussed if they fit 

the criteria or not.  

 After we spent a week discussing goals and goal setting, I introduced the participants to 

their goal journal booklets (Appendix A, B, C) that they would be using for the next several 

weeks. I explained that the participants would choose a goal for the week and write about how 

they are going to meet their goal. We then wrote the dates of the week on all three sheets so the 
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students could stay organized on which sheets they were using. I explained that they would be 

reflecting every day on how their goal went and if the need to make any changes to achieve their 

goal. We set aside about five minutes at the end of the day for the students to reflect. Last, t I 

explained their end of the week reflections (Appendix C). I asked them to reflection on whether 

or not they had met their goal, what went well for the week, and what they could do next week to 

better meet their goal. They spent 10-15 minutes on Fridays reflecting on their week. (see 

Appendix, Rosentrater 2015) This process took place for six consecutive weeks. 

 During the first two weeks of goal setting, the students met with me to discuss what their 

goal was and why it was a quality goal to have for the week using the idea of the goal being 

specific, proximal, and difficult.  We also talked about what the participants needed to do in 

order to meet their goal. Throughout the six weeks of this study I met with participants 

periodically to see what they were thinking about the goal setting process. We discussed the 

goals that they had created, what they felt they were doing well, what they felt they could do 

better, and what I could do as their teacher to help them with this process. I met with each of the 

24 participants at least twice to conference with them. During our conferences I took notes using 

a self-created conference sheet (Appendix D).  

Findings 

 Through examination of the entirety of my data, I found three major themes. The first 

was a desire to read and/or write more. The second was their participation in class discussions 

during whole group instruction and small group instruction. The final was the variety of 

materials which they wanted to read during independent reading time grew. I describe these in-

depth below. 

Desire To Read And/Or Write More 
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 Before I began the study it was a struggle to get my students to want to read or write. I 

only had a few students who really enjoyed reading independently or writing during language 

class. When the participants took their pre-survey, 4% said they never read for fun and 13% said 

they did not read for fun very often. Many students felt reading independently was something 

they were forced to do. One student even commented, “Reading isn’t fun anymore because we 

have to do it so much for all of our classes.” Many of the students agreed with the above student 

during our discussion. If they had to choose an activity, reading would be one of the last ones 

they would pick. In that same survey when I asked the participants whether they liked writing, 

8% reported that they never want to write and 21% do not want to write often. They again said 

they would not pick writing as an activity to do if they had the choice. One student pointed out 

that they are forced to write things that they do not want to write about and said, “It isn’t fun to 

write anymore.” These were alarming numbers and commentary because the students are only in 

fifth grade. I believe that they should not be having such negative attitudes towards reading and 

or writing because they are too young to have such a negative attitude about two things that will 

occur in their lives past school. 

 After I implemented the goal setting strategy, many of the students started with simple 

goals such as reading a particular number of pages or using the five senses to write more 

description. One student made a goal to read 100 pages for the week to get himself reading more 

during class. Another student made a goal to write more descriptively in her personal narrative. 

She wanted to add more detail to make her essay more exciting. She specifically used the idea of 

the five senses to add those details. As the weeks went on students began to pick more 

challenging goals to get them motivated in reading and writing class. One student wanted to 

build her stamina for writing and reading longer. She specifically was starting with adding five 
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minutes to reading and writing time and building from there. Several students wanted to improve 

their comprehension skills. They wanted to use our reading mini-lessons to help build their 

comprehension skills so they become better readers. 

 When the participants took the post survey at the end of the study the results were quite 

different than at the beginning of the study. When asked if reading a book is something they like 

to do, this time 0% of the participants said never and only 12% of them said not very often. The 

most rewarding outcome was the response of “often.” The pre survey found that only 25% of 

reported that they liked to read “often”. At the end of the study, it increased to 63%. The results 

also changed regarding how they felt about writing. Before the study only 25% of the 

participants like to write often for fun. When the study was over, 33% chose often for writing is 

something they like to do. Similar to the reading question, 0% of the participants chose never 

after the study was over.  
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Figure 2. Pre-survey and post-survey results: This figure shows the results of the pre-survey and 

post-survey of if reading and writing is something the students like to do. 

Increase In Participation 

 At the start of the year, it was a challenge for students to participate in class discussions 

during reading or writing class. The same three or four students consistently responded to my 

discussion questions. The rest of the students were very uninterested in what I had to say or what 

we were discussing for that day. It was very apparent that they had little interest in either class. 

During the second week of the study, I stopped our reading mini-lesson after observing this 

behavior from my students and asked them to write down why they did not participate in reading 

class. One student wrote, “Reading class has been the same for last three years. We are always 

learning the same strategies over and over again.” Another student also wrote, “Reading class is 

boring. We don’t learn anything new ever so I just zone out or draw during our discussions.” I 

knew this was true because when I did their pre survey 8% of the participants reported that 

reading is boring and 42% of the students chose “okay” when describing reading. 

 I was seeing similar behaviors during our writing discussions. During my mini lessons for 

personal narratives, the same three or four students were responding to my questions. I again 

stopped the class and had them journal about why they did not participate during our writing 

mini lessons. One student wrote down that she hated writing because she was told she was not a 

good writer when she was younger and so that just was something she began to believe about 

herself in writing class. Another student wrote, “We write the same stories every year just with 

more details. It is boring to do the same things every year.” Again these did not surprise me 

because of the pre survey responses. 12 % of the participants found writing to be boring and 46% 
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of them said it was okay. Students had voiced that they would rather do math for an extra hour 

than spend an hour in writing class.  

 As the weeks went on through the survey I began to notice more hands starting to go up 

during discussion in whole group as well as in small group guided reading groups. Students were 

more eager to say what they were thinking and relied less on their classmates to lead the 

discussion. It appeared that students wanted their voices to be heard. In one writing class, in 

particular, I observed a student who had previously been very reluctant to talk in reading for fear 

of being wrong, answering questions and raising her hand often. After our class was over I asked 

her why she was suddenly so active in our discussions. “My goal this week is to be more 

confident in my responses to your questions and be active during discussion.” I was blown away 

by her goal because she is such an outspoken person outside of class but then is very quiet during 

class discussions. She had told me several times that she wasn’t sure of her answers so she didn’t 

like talking in class. It was a great surprise to see her picking this as her goal to motivate herself 

in whole group discussions. 

 When I read over my students’ goal books I found that many of them had set a goal of 

paying attention in reading class. They wanted to be more active learners because they had 

realized that they were not 100% invested in our class talks. Some had even picked paying 

attention for their goal more than once. When I had a conference with one student I saw that he 

had set pay attention as his goal for three different weeks. I asked him why he picked this as his 

goal so often and his response was simple: “It is something that I don’t do but know I should.” 

He wanted to make it a point to remind himself to stay focused in reading and writing so he can 

learn what we are talking about as well as participate with his group during group time. 
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 When they study was completed, the post-surveys showed a change in class participation, 

yet I wasn’t sure if students would change their minds about what they thought about reading and 

writing. After examination of the survey question “I think reading is” 0% of students found it to 

be “boring” and 33% of them found reading to be “okay.” For writing, results went from 12% 

finding writing to be “boring” to only 4%.  The biggest surprise for me was the jump from 4% of 

them saying writing is “great” to 21%. I especially saw a change in the student who hated 

reading. Her survey went from thinking writing was “boring” to thinking it was “great.” She had 

completely changed how she perceived writing. She was the student who had previously hated 

writing because of bad experiences. 

  

  

Figure3. Pre-survey and post-survey results: This figure shows the results of the pre-survey and 

post-survey of what they students think about reading and writing. 
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Increase In A Variety Of Reading Choice 

 I have a very extensive library in my classroom for my students to borrow for their 

independent read time. I have over 300 books, but before the study, it seemed as though the 

students were picking the same books over and over again. When I was going through my 

checkout sheets, I found that several students were reading the Diary of a Wimpy Kid series 

(Kinney, 2007), Big Nate (Pierce, 2010), and the Captain Underpants (Pilkey, 1997) series. I had 

several students on waiting lists for the books from these series. I noticed one student had 

checked out the same Big Nate book four times. I asked him why he kept reading this particular 

book and he responded by saying it was a funny book and it was an easy read for him. This 

concerned me because he was not challenging himself to read more difficult text. He was just 

reading something easy that did not require a lot of thinking. 

 During our conference time I noticed that this particular student from before had picked a 

particular goal to work on which surprised me. He wanted to read a chapter book. The books he 

had picked previously were graphic novels or journal type books. I asked him why he picked this 

particular goal and he told me he wanted to broaden his reading diet, which is a strategy we had 

been working on in reading class. After my conference with this student, I went to my library 

check out sheet and noticed he had decided to read one of the Percy Jackson (Riordan, 2014) 

series. I also observed on his book order he had picked out some new books for him to read. He 

picked James Patterson’s I Totally Funniest (2015) and 10 True Tales (Zullo, 2015), which is a 

set of nonfiction books based on headlines in the world. He was trying to broaden his reading 

diet because of a goal he had made during goal setting. He finished one of the Percy Jackson 

books and his I Totally Funniest books. I asked him if he enjoyed reading them and he responded 
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that he had. A few weeks later he was back to reading the same books from before. I was proud 

of him for attempting to try a new book even if it was only a couple of books. 

 He wasn’t the only participant who was picking goals that were related to reading 

different types of books. A few participants also wanted to read different chapter books. They 

too typically read graphic novels. They were hoping to find a new book to pique their interest by 

writing a goal about it.  

 After the study was over I went through my recent checkout lists to see which books were 

being checked out.  I observed that there was a variety of books that my students were checking 

out instead of the usual books. Several girls were reading the Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul 

(Canfield, Hansen, & Kirberger, 2012) series. Many students were becoming interested in my 

mystery books and the I Survived (Tarshis, 2015) series.  

I also observed many students suggesting books that they had read because of their goal 

they had set for the week. One student had written her goal for one week to read the first book of 

the Boxcar Children (Warner, 1989) series. She read it that week in three days because she was 

so excited to find out what happened to the siblings. After she had read it she suggested it to her 

group members and then proceeded to check out the next book of the series. Had she not picked 

that for her goal she may have never read that particular series and found a set of books that she 

really enjoyed reading. 

Limitations and Implications 

 There were some factors that limited the effectiveness of my study. One in particular was 

my writing curriculum. I implemented a new writing curriculum that was based on Writer’s 

Workshop which allows students to have more choice in what they write about. This could have 

had an impact into their eagerness to write more. They had voiced concerns at the beginning of 
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the year that they didn’t enjoy writing because they were forced to write about a particular topic 

and now our writing curriculum was allowing them to do just that. 

 Another limitation that might have impacted this study was the time frame. Students only 

had six weeks with their goal setting journals for me to observe. I am unsure if that is an 

adequate amount of time for students to fully grasp the concept of goal setting and the impact it 

could have on their motivation in reading and/or writing. I believe if students were given more 

weeks for this study to create goals, they would find other goals to work on besides the basic 

ones they picked. 

 In this study, I hoped to see a positive effect on motivation in reading and/or writing class 

through goal setting. I explored the idea of having students set goals weekly to see if that would 

improve motivation in fifth grade students in reading and/or writing class. I found that setting a 

weekly goal positively correlated with students’ desire to succeed in reading and/or writing. I 

found that participants had more desire to read and/or write, participate in class discussions, and 

pick a variety of materials to read during independent time.  

 While talking to the participants during our conference time I asked them how I could 

help improve their motivation to achieve their goal. Several students informed me that they liked 

having a goal but found themselves forgetting about it often. Even though their goal journal was 

with them at all times in their book box, they were not referencing it as much as they would like. 

They suggested that I needed to remind them more about their goal or to remind them throughout 

the day to think about their goal. While I like this idea, it does not help with my goal of having 

them become self-regulators of their goal. One student actually suggested that I should have 

them put a post-it on their desk every week with their goal to remind them throughout the day 

what it was. In the future, I would like to have some type of reminder for the students to help 
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them remember their goal. I believed that asking them to write their goal and then having their 

journal with them to reference was enough, but they needed more than just those to remember 

their goal. 

 Based on the promising findings of this action research study, I plan to continue with 

goal-setting through the rest of the year. I would also like to see what would happen if I broaden 

their goals to other subject areas beyond reading and writing. Would I see the same results?.  

 This study and the literature review examined if students could be motivated to succeed 

in reading and writing by setting goals. Both found that by setting goals students become 

motivated to succeed and self-regulators. Students want to succeed not only in reading and 

writing but their other subjects because they have become self-regulators and self-motivators. 

This allows teachers to not only have a positive environment in their classrooms but also helps 

them establish classroom management.  
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Appendix 

Appendix A: Goal setting sheet 
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Appendix B: Daily goal setting reflection sheet
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Appendix C: End of the week reflection sheet 
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Appendix D: Conference sheet 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SETTING GOALS TO MOTIVATE 31 

Appendix E: Reading and Writing Survey 
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