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• “I want better organization.”

• “I want to improve my grammar.”

Goals like these sound nice on the surface, but they don’t actually mean much. 

These broad statements don’t provide a clear path for how the goal will be 

executed or what it will look like when it is done. Goals like these are sort of like 

a construction crew opening a blueprint and finding the words: “Please build a 

nice house.”

Consequently, if we want student goals to be better, we need to teach them how 

to set clear, specific goals. When we first start setting goals in my classroom,  

I model what the difference is between vague goals and clear goals. Figure 3.4 

shows a few of the models I give.

The other way I help them be specific is to give students sentence stems to fill 

in early in the year in the same way that McGee (2017) does. Stems can be con-

troversial, because they can limit the students’ voices. Yet I have found that in 

the context of early goal setting, sentence stems open more opportunities than 

they limit because they push students to give those specifics and destinations 

FIGURE 3.4 • Vague vs. Clear Goals

VAGUE GOALS CLEAR GOALS

I want to have more 
focus.

I’ve noticed that my writing tends to drift into topics that are 
only barely related to my central topic. In this paper, I plan to 
work on improving my focus by creating a clear outline that will 
keep me focused.

I want to have more 
voice.

I’ve noticed that my voice often feels flat in my writing. I want to 
make my voice feel more alive by substituting clichés for more 
unique language. I plan to do this by doing a read for clichés 
once I do the first draft.

I want to have better 
organization.

I’ve noticed that I tend to repeat myself or jump from one topic 
to another in ways that can confuse my reader. I hope to fix this 
in this paper by having each paragraph begin with a clear topic 
sentence that I will use to keep myself organized.

I want to have better 
grammar.

I’ve noticed that I have a lot of comma errors, especially 
regarding not adding commas when I should. I plan to  
better learn the comma rules and then do a read of the final 
draft where I label on the page what rule each comma  
I include follows.




