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Abstract 
The purpose of this research was to check whether goal-setting increases stu-
dents’ motivation and improves their academic achievement. We checked 
whether students are familiar with the strategy of Goal-Setting, use it in prac-
tice and whether there is a connection between students’ improvement when 
it comes to their grades when Goal-Setting is used and when it is not used. 
We also examined which type of motivation, intrinsic or extrinsic, increases 
together with raised amount of Goal-Setting strategies used. As far as the mo-
tivation is concerned, we checked what type of motivation is 3rd grade Sec-
ondary School students driven by. Moreover, we examined whether setting 
goals and working on achieving them increases students’ motivation. The re-
sults showed that there existed a high relationship between Goal-Setting and 
students’ motivation toward learning a foreign language. Moreover, Goal-Setting 
results in the increase of learner’s grades. Based on the results, implementing 
Goal-Setting strategies into the process of teaching and learning was recom-
mended as a tool to enhancing learners’ academic performance especially in 
English Language. 
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1. Introduction 

Learner motivation is considered as probably the most important part of the 
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whole learning process. [1] states that motivation determines one’s failure or 
success when it comes to foreign language acquisition. Inherently, acquiring 
knowledge is a challenging and hard work. In order to learn, one needs to push 
their brain to the limits, and this cannot happen without one’s being appro-
priately motivated to do that. Students who are highly motivated learn readily 
and consider every class as a new, precious experience. On the other hand, unmo-
tivated students find learning frustrating and painful. As a result, they do not put 
much effort in their learning process, get distracted quickly and learn very little.  

Students differ in their levels of motivation and approaches towards learning. 
It has been claimed [2] that more learners are motivated extrinsically than ex-
trinsically and—as [3] see that—that the current type of motivation largely de-
pends on the form of education offered to the students. [4], following the theo-
ries of BICS and CALP offered by [5]. Besides this approach, [6], indirectly in-
dicates that the forms of language-based classroom education exert a strong im-
print on the ways foreign language (FL) learners are motivated. Thus, as it 
seems, what ought to be carefully examined are different learner attitudes, as 
well as—resulting from them—theories and models of motivation, so as to find 
out why and in which circumstances some students easily succeed in achieving 
their learning goals while some others struggle with every single step made to-
ward fulfilling their aspirations.  

2. Motivation and Goal-Setting Interdependence 

In order to maintain a high level of motivation, learners need to be appropriately 
instructed. According to [7], here the teacher is as important an educational 
component as the students’ forms of motivation. Thus, following [8] [9] or [10], 
providing students with effective learning strategies lies—in many classroom 
situations—in teachers’ hands. Motivating learning is undoubtedly a central 
element when it comes to good teaching. As individuals vary, a good instructor 
ought to focus on students’ personal relevance and interests, provide the learners 
with choice and control over the learning process and ensure each student that 
with appropriate amount of effort and persistence, everyone can master the ma-
terial and achieve success in foreign language acquisition. Therefore, in this pa-
per we will make an attempt to analyze and discuss the influence of the teacher 
in the classroom, the ways of creating appropriate motivational conditions, the 
process of generating students’ motivation and the techniques used to maintain 
it at a high level. 

If a learner wants to succeed, they not only need an optimal amount of moti-
vation, but also ought to be able to set goals. Without appropriately set goals, 
learners’ lack direction and the educational focus. Setting goals allows students 
to take control of the direction of their learning processes and serves as a 
benchmark to determine whether one is actually making progress. Thus, it 
seems out of the question that most (if not all) of the forms of motivation ob-
served in FL learners depend on the level of motivation to help the learners that 
can be found in FL teachers. Assuming that any FL teacher wants to help their 
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learners to learn the language just because s/he has been appointed to teach 
them is as groundless as an assumption that any FL learner is able to produce 
their pro-language motivation without any whatsoever external impulse1. 

Motivation refers to the learners’ attitude to the whole process of learning. So 
as to be successful, students need to become aware and active in their learning. 
Many university and secondary school learners have remained passive students, 
aiming towards getting good marks rather than really acquiring the language. 
Motivated students perceive their foreign language in terms of its practical ap-
plication. They are able to use their knowledge in practice, develop their know-
ledge using various available sources like the Internet and literature. According 
to [11], learner responsibility, independence and choice relate to the level of 
learner autonomy in language learning. Moreover, motivation is related to stu-
dents taking responsibility for their learning and development. Both learners’ 
learning failures and successes are attributed to the effort they put into the 
learning process. Autonomy makes individuals prepared for life-long studying, 
improves the quality of the language acquisition and allows learners to make use 
of their learning opportunities not only in the classroom but also outside of it. 
Regardless of the students’ capacity, they are not likely to develop autonomy if 
they are not truly willing to become responsible for their own learning. Taking 
charge of our development and accepting full responsibility for our learn-
ing/acquisition processes remains the first step towards becoming an autonom-
ous learner. Students ought to understand that the success in learning is depen-
dent crucially on our own choices and actions rather than these suggested by 
other people’s. [12] claims that analyses and reflection abilities enable us to plan 
out learning, monitor and evaluate it in a deliberate, systematic way. That is why 
autonomy is the key factor when it comes to students’ achievement and motiva-
tion as autonomous learners automatically become motivated learners. [13] de-
finition also entails that learners who are autonomous are able to freely apply 
their skills and knowledge outside of the classroom and develop their knowledge 
according to their own needs and interests2. 

Goal-setting is broadly defined as the process of establishing usable and clear 
objectives, or targets, for learning. According to the Goal Theory offered by [14], 
students can adopt one of the two general goal orientations: a task-focused one 
where the focus on learning is intrinsic and an the ability-focused one where the 
focus on learning is extrinsic. Leaders in goal-setting research and theory, [16] 

 

 

1This, definitely, is a topic for a separate paper. A discussion that a student’s FL education is very 
closely connected with the type of attitude to the performance of the teaching processes their teach-
ers may have, actually has not found its appropriate place in the very process of educational glot-
to-analysis yet. It has been assumed that any FL teacher wants (and knows how) to perform the 
whole teaching process and thus appropriately influence their learners’ motivation. In this vein, 
there has appeared a dogma, that any FL learner, while learning a FL language, does want to learn it, 
what seems to be an assumption loosely grounded in the everyday observation of FL classes and the 
ongoing behavior of their participants. What is being claimed in this paper is that goal-setting, 
which undoubtedly influences and creates the whole spectrum of FL learners’ educational activities, 
fully depends on the teacher’s approach to help the learners do that. 
2A suggestion on how to possibly arrive at the desired level of autonomy in FL education can be 
found in the research proposal formed by [15], pp. 36-42. 
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are responsible for incorporating almost 400 research works about setting goals 
into theory of task performance and goal-setting. According to their findings, we 
can distinguish between two main cognitive determinants which influence beha-
vior: intentions (goals) and values. According to [16] goals highly affect behavior 
in many meaningful ways. For instance, goals lead to higher effort, mobilize 
energy and direct attention and action. Goals also motivate learners to develop 
new useful strategies which may enable them to get to their learning targets. 
Once the goal is achieved, a learner experiences feelings of satisfaction and fur-
ther motivation. 

According to the research discoveries offered by [17] [18] or [23], autonomy 
is defined as “[one’s] ability to take responsibility for one’s learning”. Thus, au-
tonomy is considered to be a long-term educational goal, as well as one of the 
main factors of learning a language successfully. Autonomous, self-regulated 
learning is now being emphasized especially because of the student-centered pa-
radigm of current education [19]. [5] [17] argued that students are not innately 
autonomous, but they develop this ability through their training. Thus, teachers 
should be able to focus on teaching learners appropriate strategies of learning 
and ways of using them. 

As observed by [20], goal-setting is one of the strategies of language learning 
which can largely encourage learners’ autonomy. Numerous studies (e.g., [12] 
[21] [22] and many others) show that goal-setting positively influences students’ 
performance and enhances their achievement. It has been found that appro-
priately organized goal-setting, together with specific forms of feedback, lead to 
better performance, higher achievement and self-regulation and increased level 
of self-efficacy. Despite that, this learning strategy is being largely neglected and 
ignored in classrooms. According to [23] 85% of the polled students, when they 
were asked if they had been taught goal-setting in schools, denied being exposed 
to such an activity. One of possible reasons of this fact may be FL teachers’ un-
awareness on how to shape and influence the whole process of FL education of 
their students3.  

It is worth emphasizing that goal-setting alone does not necessarily improve 
students’ achievements. Numerous important factors, together with effective 
goal properties, need to be taken into consideration. [24] state that there are 
various models related to quality goals, i.e. specificity, proximity and difficulty. 
Apart from that, [2] also claims that the more challenging a goal is, the higher 
results students achieve. 

3. The Research 
3.1. Objectives of the Research 

This quantitative research we planned consists of three parts. First of all the 

 

 

3As it seems, a belief that FL learners have to learn the language because they are aware of the fact 
they need it in their future life is, in many situations, a wishful thinking only; as [23] research indi-
cates, in many instances FL learners need a more argumentative help than their teachers’ belief that 
they learn because they want to. 
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learners will be asked preliminary questions about the amount of time they have 
possibly spent abroad, the number of additional English lessons they may have 
attended and the ways of using the English language outside of the classroom. 
Secondly they will be requested to fill the questionnaire aimed at measuring the 
level of learners’ intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Finally, they will be meas-
ured (with the help of another questionnaire) their intrinsic ability to set goals in 
learning a FL learning.  

The whole research includes three research questions. The first research ques-
tion is concerned with the relationship of the use of goal-setting and learners’ 
motivation. The question checks whether the students are more motivated when 
they set themselves goals and whether goal-setting results in the increase of their 
intrinsic motivation. Our assumptions related to the question are as follow: /a/ the 
use of goal-setting results in students’ increased motivation and /b/ goal-setting 
increases learners’ intrinsic motivation rather than extrinsic motivation. 

The second research question examines the connection between the use of 
goal-setting and learners’ grades. The question checks whether students who use 
the strategy of goal-setting generally get better marks than those who do not im-
plement the aforementioned strategy into the process of learning English as a 
foreign language. Moreover, the question’s aim is to find out whether the use of 
goal-setting results in the actual improvement in learners’ grades when the 
marks from the previous semester and the grades learners anticipate to get at the 
end of the current semester are compared. Based on the question, two hypothes-
es were suggested: /a/ students who implement goal-setting into the process of 
learning English as a foreign language get better marks than those who do set 
themselves goals; and /b/ the use of goal-setting results in improvement of 
learner’s grades when the marks from the previous semester and the grades 
learners anticipate to get at the end of the current semester are compared. 

The third research question checks the variables, such as the amount of time 
the students’ have spent abroad, the number of additional English classes and 
the number of the learners’ ways of using English outside of the classroom and 
their influence of students’ academic achievement. Our assumptions are that: /a/ 
the more time the learners have spent abroad, the better marks they get; /b/ the 
more additional English classes students attend, the better grades they have; and 
/c/ the more different ways of using the English language outside of the class-
room students implement, the better their marks are. 

3.2. Participants 

The research sample for the study consists of one hundred 3rd grade secondary 
school learners in a middle-size town in Southern Poland. One of the principal 
reasons for having chosen this school located in a small town in southern Poland 
is the fact that it has been recognized as having received considerable achieve-
ments in FL education in the whole Small Poland Province. The students learn 
English as the second language and face their preparation for the school gradua-
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tion exam. This specific group of learners was also chosen because they are 
thought to be mature and responsible for their own learning targets and goals so 
their answers are expected to be honest and reliable (which is necessary to come 
to the credible data). Moreover, young adults seem to have already gained un-
derstanding of the seriousness of the concept of motivation and setting goals, so 
they are familiar with the terms and have some experience with implementing 
goal-setting into their learning process. 

3.3. Instruments 

The research tool used for the study is the questionnaire which consists of three 
parts. The specifics of the questionnaire are as follow: 

1) The first part is devoted to information about students related to their ex-
perience with English as a foreign language and its’ use outside of the classroom. 
Moreover, this part of the questionnaire includes information about students’ 
grades from the previous semester and the grade they anticipate to get at the end 
of the current semester. 

2) The second part of the questionnaire consists of ten question which intend 
to measure types of learners’ motivation. The first five questions are related to 
learners’ intrinsic motivation whereas the remaining five questions are con-
cerned with students’ extrinsic motivation. 

3) The third and the last part of the questionnaire consists of 18 questions re-
lated to the learners’ use of the strategy of goal-setting. 

3.4. Procedure 

As specified above, the research was done in a grammar school in a middle-size 
town in Southern Poland. It took fifteen minutes to complete the questionnaire 
sheets. The survey was gathered right after the learners had completed answer-
ing and checking the questions. The study took place on January 5th, 2017. Just 
as we had expected, we collected 100 surveys altogether. Subsequently, the whole 
research was elaborated statistically. 

3.5. Results and Discussion 

The first research question: Does the use of Goal-Setting increase students’ mo-
tivation toward learning English as a foreign language? focused on two assump-
tions. The first assumption checked whether the use of goal-setting increases 
students’ FL motivation, whereas the second referred to the question whether 
goal-setting influences learners’ willingness to FL learning by increasing their 
intrinsic motivation rather than the extrinsic one.  

As far as the results are concerned, the correlation between the level of learn-
ers’ goal-setting abilities and their level of motivation was moderately positive (r 
= 0.468). According to the results, we concluded that goal-setting increases 
learners’ motivation towards learning English as a foreign language. Students 
who set themselves both short-term and long-term goals appear to be more 
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committed to the process of learning, more persistent and responsible for their 
own learning progress. Goals make secondary school students aware of the ben-
efits of the foreign language acquisition and make them more willing to take 
control over their own development. 

The second assumption of the first research hypothesis was: Goal-setting in-
creases learners’ intrinsic motivation rather than extrinsic motivation and aimed 
at checking whether setting goals increases learners’ own willingness toward FL 
learning, thus not only making them more aware of the necessity of taking re-
sponsibility for the learning process, but also increasing their intrinsic motiva-
tion at the same time. In order to find out whether the assumption is correct, we 
correlated the students’ levels of goal-setting with their levels of intrinsic as well 
as extrinsic motivation separately. We were moderately surprised after we had 
found that the correlation between students’ levels of goal-setting abilities and 
their extrinsic motivation were not only lower than in the case of the intrinsic 
one, but were highly negative (r = −0.756). According to that, we came to the 
conclusion that the increased use of goal-setting strategies negatively influences 
their level of extrinsic motivation by decreasing it. In order to find out whether 
the above assumption was correct, we correlated the learners’ level of goal-setting 
and their level of intrinsic motivation. The results of our calculations proved that 
there exists a highly positive correlation between the two variables (r = 0.811). 
Basing on the results we concluded that the second assumption of the first re-
search question is correct. The learners, who set themselves learning goals ac-
cording to their personal needs and their own interests are more likely to devel-
op positive motivation to engage in learning because they find it intrinsically 
rewarding. The students who implement goal-setting strategies turn out to be 
driven by internal rewards connected with learning English as a foreign language 
and develop responsibility for their own learning progress. Such students also 
consider the process of learning enjoyable and are more likely to achieve success 
in the academic field. 

Our second research question was Does the use of Goal-Setting result in the 
improvement of learners’ grades? And it focused on the two hypotheses: Stu-
dents who implement Goal-Setting into the process of learning English as a for-
eign language get better marks than those who do not set themselves goals and 
The use of goal-setting results in improvement of learner’s grades when the 
marks from the previous semester and the grades learners anticipate to get at the 
end of the current semester are compared. This research question aimed to check 
whether there exists a positive relation between learners’ use of goal-setting strate-
gies and their academic achievement. 

In order to find out whether the first hypothesis is correct, we calculated the 
mean from both the grades students received at the end of the previous semester 
and the grades students expect to be given at the end of the current semester. 
Next, we correlated the students’ levels of goal-setting abilities and means of 
their grades. The results showed that there exists a positive relation between the 
two variables and we can claim that the use of goal-setting strategies in the 
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process of the English language acquisition results in the improvement of the 
learners’ grades. The students who set themselves learning goals work hard in 
order to achieve them. Goal-setting positively influences one’s grades no matter 
if they set short-term or long-term goals. If a student aims towards short-term 
ones, they might want to complete an assignment on time, get a grade from ac-
tive participation in a lesson or simply pass a test. In the case of long-term goals, 
one might want to successfully pass a final exam, get a well-paid job or be able to 
successfully communicate with foreign language speakers. Both cases require 
learning systematically and result in developing one’s knowledge on a daily ba-
sis. 

In order to find out whether our second hypothesis was correct, the students’ 
grades from the previous semester and the grades students anticipate to get at 
the end of the current semester were analyzed. Next, we focused only on the 
learners who anticipated improvement in their grades. 29 students in total were 
taken into account. Basing on the data gathered previously, we constructed a 
graph presenting the level of goal-setting abilities of the aforementioned learn-
ers. According to the results, high level of the use of goal-setting strategies is very 
influential when it comes to one’s improvement, as the students who claimed 
that they would improve their grades had high levels of goal-setting abilities 
which ranged from 3 to 5 points. Only 4 learners out of 24 did not use goal-setting 
strategies actively and their level was placed between 1 and 2 points. Basing on 
the results, we came to the conclusion that when goal-setting strategies are used, 
students are very likely to make progress in acquiring English as a foreign lan-
guage. Although 29 students make less than a half of the total number of partic-
ipants of our study, we assume that, in fact, many more learners actually would 
improve when both semesters are taken into consideration. Not all of the stu-
dents are usually aware of their progress and some of them simply do not believe 
in their abilities. This might be the reason why only one third of the learners 
admitted that they expected to be given better marks next term. Those students 
revealed very high levels of goal-setting abilities, so it might be possible that 
many more students with similar levels of this ability could eventually see their 
grades improved. 

Our third research question Do variables, such as visiting a foreign language 
speaking country, attending additional classes and using English out of the 
classroom environment result in the increase of students’ academic achieve-
ment? focused on the relationship between the three aforementioned variables 
and the students’ grades. In order to find out whether our assumptions were 
correct, we correlated the variables with the students’ means of grades. 

The first hypothesis of this question was The more time the learners have 
spent abroad, the better marks they get. This hypothesis required checking how 
much time the learners were able to have spent in an English-speaking country 
over the last ten years. We decided to focus on the period of the past ten years 
only because we assumed that earlier visits would not make any influence on the 
learners’ development, as they were too young to acquire a significant amount of 

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1105307


P. Orzechowska, K. Polok 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1105307 9 Open Access Library Journal 
 

knowledge then. According to the results, most of the students declared to have 
spent from 1 to 20 weeks abroad. There were 6 learners whose visits lasted 40 to 
60 weeks and only 2 students whose trips lasted almost 100 weeks in an Eng-
lish-speaking country. The correlation of the variables revealed a weak positive 
relationship between the amount of time spent broad and learners’ academic 
achievement (r = 0.294). Basing on that, we can claim that a visit in an Eng-
lish-speaking country positively influences the process of learning. This might 
result from several reasons. First of all, a person who is exposed to a foreign 
language and culture, acquires both of them subconsciously. They need to make 
use of their already existing knowledge and learn new vocabulary fast so as to be 
able to carry out a conversation when strolling up a street, buying something in 
the shop or having nice time any other social place. Reading road signs, news-
papers and other writings also create an opportunity to work out the meanings 
of unknown words and remember them. Such strategies are useful in school en-
vironment where reading between the lines, guessing and being spontaneous in 
making conversation is required. What is more, a visit to a foreign language 
country gives the process of learning a clear purpose. Students who have been 
abroad know that they learn in order to be able to communicate with foreign 
language speakers.  

The next hypothesis The more additional English classes students attend, the 
better grades they have aimed to check whether the additional classes actually 
positively influence students’ academic achievement. The data we collected re-
vealed that the learners often attend such English classes. However, the correla-
tion of the variables showed that the relationship between them is not as strong 
as it was expected (r = 0.197). Despite the fact that the correlation is positive, we 
assumed that students’ mean of grades should raise accordingly to the amount of 
time the learners spend on studying. We can draw several conclusions from the 
results. First of all, learning English additionally out of the classroom environ-
ment is helpful when it comes to developing and broadening the knowledge. At-
tending such classes creates an opportunity to learn new, unknown vocabulary, 
revise the material, better prepare for tests and develop one’s knowledge. Regular 
tutorials might lead to eventual learning progress and improvement of the 
grades. On the other hand, one has to remember about the reasons for attending 
such additional classes. And that such classes do not always result in students’ 
increased motivation to learn. Learners who learn with their tutors are very of-
ten forced by their parents to do so or their grades are so poor that the school 
lessons are not enough for them to get satisfying learning results. Despite the 
fact that students learn regularly, their grades are low because they are not in-
nately motivated towards learning and getting good grades is not meaningful 
enough to them. 

The last research hypothesis was The more different ways of using the English 
language outside of the classroom students implement, the better their marks are 
and it was to check if the additional ways of using English chosen by the students 
influence their academic achievement. While filling in the questionnaire, the 
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students were to choose among several ways they could implement such an activi-
ty: communicating in English via Skype, using English internet forums, commu-
nicating with English-speaking friends, communicating with English-speaking 
family and/or playing English games. According to the data gathered, most of 
the learners use English forums. Also, many of them consider playing English 
games and/or communicating with their English-speaking family members a 
pleasurable way of developing their foreign language skills. We assumed that the 
more different ways of using English outside of the school environment learners 
implement, the better their marks are. The correlation between the variables re-
vealed a strong positive relationship between them (r = 0.595). The results of the 
correlation prove that the number of different ways of using English outside of 
the classroom exert influence on the students’ academic achievement accroding-
ly. We can draw several conclusions from our calculations. First of all, when 
students choose their own ways of developing their knowledge which are mea-
ningful to them, they are more likely to make a lot more effort while learning. 
Reading interesting things on the Internet or talking with the family who speaks 
a foreign language require developing one’s knowledge on their own. Secondly, 
learning through computer game playing enables students to acuire knowledge 
subconsciously. The third and the most important thing is the fact that when 
one chooses a way of learning according to their personal interests and needs, 
they increase ther intrinsic motivation. Such students see the purpose in lan-
guage learning, in order to satisfy their own needs and meet their own learning 
goals. 

4. Conclusion and Educational Implications of Findings 

This study’s findings may be useful to the English language teachers in develop-
ing effective teaching procedures, strategies and possible materials to be used in 
class. The results of the research are helpful with understanding the importance, 
efficiency and effectiveness of implementing goal-setting strategies into the 
process of learning the English language. Conclusions which were drawn from 
this study also raise the awareness of motivation as a factor necessary in foreign 
language acquisition. The combination of both goal-setting and motivation un-
doubtedly needs to be highlighted in the process of teaching and learning as they 
serve as a tool which makes foreign language acquisition effective. 
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