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Setting Goals:
The Power of Purpose

Few would argue with the notion that having a clear set of goals –  
whether for ourselves or for our organization – is an important 
foundation of success. Goals help us focus our energy and actions, 
measure our progress and, ultimately, achieve purposeful results.  
But most of us would also acknowledge that there is a considerable 
gap between mere familiarity with goal setting and true mastery –  
the ability to develop and communicate powerful goals that galvanize 
us and our organization, produce sustained action, and generate 
transformational results.

In this issue of Ideas Into Action we explore the research 
evidence for the CLC “setting goals” as a critical 

component of educational leadership that 
can have a signi�cant impact on student 

achievement, both directly and indirectly. 
We look at how – and why – goals 
in�uence attitudes and behaviour, and 
the ways both school and district leaders 
can put this knowledge to use in moving 
their organizations toward positive 
change, growth and improvement.

Ideas Into Action is published by 
the Ministry of Education to support 
Ontario’s school and district leaders.  
It is designed to provide research 
insights and practical strategies that  
are aligned with both the Ontario 
Leadership Framework (OLF) 2012 and 
the broader Ontario Leadership Strategy 
(OLS). Ministry-sponsored professional 
learning and resources are focused 
on �ve Core Leadership Capacities 
(CLCs) derived from the OLF: setting 
goals, aligning resources with priorities, 
promoting collaborative learning 
cultures, using data, and engaging  
in courageous conversations.

Ideas Into Action is currently devoted 
to exploring these �ve CLCs as one of 
many supports being provided to assist 
leaders in further strengthening and 
integrating these capacities into their 
daily practice. Each bulletin has as 
its primary focus one of the CLCs 
and shows how it is derived 
from the Ontario Leadership 
Framework, which describes 
the full range of leadership 
practices and personal 
leadership resources 
leaders use to meet their 
speci�c challenges and 
leadership goals.

Learn more about the Ontario 
Leadership Strategy at  
www.ontario.ca/eduleadership

Aligning  
Resources with 
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Walking the Talk:



A study undertaken by Leithwood and Sun (2009) likewise demonstrates 
that, by developing a shared vision, building consensus on goals and 
holding high performance expectations, leaders have a signi�cant 
positive impact on:

�s��Essential school conditions such as school culture and shared 
decision-making processes

�s��Key teacher-related outcomes such as teacher satisfaction, commit-
ment, empowerment, ef�cacy, and “organizational citizenship.”

These critical school conditions and teacher-related outcomes, in 
turn, make direct contributions to student learning, according to 
Leithwood and Jantzi (2005). In fact, a review by Leithwood (2006) of 
“school working conditions that matter” suggests that school culture 
has signi�cant effects on seven of the eight teacher “inner states” 
most directly related to student achievement, including satisfaction, 
commitment and stress/burnout. Many other educational studies 
have supported these results. 

Focusing the school on goals and expectations for student 
achievement, for example, is one of the three leadership practices 
that contribute to better instruction that were identi�ed in a large 
scale study of education leadership commissioned by the Wallace 
Foundation (Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, and Anderson, 2010). 
What is noteworthy is that this study also points out that, while the 
principal plays the central role in school leadership, high-performing 
schools bene�t from the leadership of many – with the principal 
encouraging teachers, parents and others to participate in making 
decisions. Achieving such cohesive and collaborative success, however, 
points back to the importance of the school leader’s ability to develop 
clear goals, and motivate all of the involved stakeholders to work 
together toward a shared vision.

The �rst of seven practicalities 
that all leaders need to  
manage is to establish  
a vision and goals.

– Levin 2008

The best explanations for 
the importance of direction-
setting practices on the part 
of leaders are goal-based 
understandings of human 
motivation. According to such 
understandings, people are 
motivated by goals that they 
�nd personally compelling, 
as well as challenging, but 
achievable. Having such goals 
helps people make sense of 
their work and enables them 
to �nd a sense of identity for 
themselves within their work 
context. 

– Leithwood, Aitken and Jantzi 2006



Getting Under the Hood:  



self-ef�cacy and affect an individual’s personal goals since it is an 
indication of con�dence on the part of the leader. Challenging goals, 
they suggest, raise an individual’s personal effectiveness. 

The concept of ef�cacy is essential to this process. Ef�cacy is a belief 
someone holds about his or her own ability – personal ef�cacy – or a 
belief in the ability of his or her colleagues – collective ef�cacy – to 
perform a task or achieve a goal (Bandura, 1997). Ef�cacy beliefs are 
critical to people’s ability to get things done. These beliefs affect the 
choices we make about which activities to engage in and, likewise,  
our coping abilities once we have begun to take action. In practice,  
as Louis et al (2010) point out, ef�cacy is a measure of how much 
effort people will expend, and how long they will persist in the face  
of failure or dif�culty. 

Going with the Flow: 
Goal-Directed Behaviour  
and Happiness

One of the key premises of goal-setting theory is that goal-directed 
action is an essential part of human life. Without goal-directed action, 
people can’t attain survival, much less happiness. One particularly 
fascinating perspective on goal-directed action – and our own 
personal engagement with life – was pioneered by Csikszentmihalyi 
(1990), who studied, and came to de�ne a state known as “�ow.”

We can all remember a time in which we were so engaged in an 
activity – delivering a particularly creative lesson, working one-on-one  
with a struggling student, or solving a dif�cult problem – that we 
became disengaged from the background “noise” of everyday life.  
In Csikszentmihalyi’s view, our emotional state plays a major role in 
the degree to which we can experience this state of engagement.

Negative emotions, he says, like sadness, fear, anxiety, or boredom 
produce what he calls “psychic entropy” in the mind – a state in which 
we cannot use attention effectively to deal with external tasks because 
we need that attention to restore our inner order. Positive emotions 
like happiness, strength or alertness, he suggests, are states of “psychic 
negentropy” in which we don’t need the attention required to 



Csikszentmihalyi observes that goals are usually arranged in a 
hierarchy, from trivial ones, like getting to the corner store to buy 
some ice cream, to major ones like risking one’s life for the country. 
In the course of the average day, about one-third of the time people 
will say that they do what they do because they wanted to do it,  
one-third because they had to do it and the last third because they 
had nothing better to do. These proportions vary by age, gender,  
and activity, he says.

What is particularly interesting here is that quite a bit of evidence 
shows that whereas people feel best when what they do is voluntary, 
they do not feel worse when what they do is obligatory. Psychic 
entropy – disengagement – is highest, instead, when people feel 
that what they do is motivated by not having anything else to do. In 
this way, both internal motivation – “I want to do it” – and external 
motivation – “I have to do it” – are preferred over the state in which 
there are no goals whatsoever – no means to focus attention.

On the Ground:  



... and some implications for leadership practice:
�s��Ensure that goals are challenging and clear and include a target 

and a timeframe.
�s��Provide supports to increase mastery that leads to successful  

outcomes; e.g. role modeling or �nding models with which people 
can identify; communicating in ways that express con�dence that 
the person can attain the goal. 

�s��Make certain that self-con�dence is commensurate with the level of 
dif�culty of the goal.

Task complexity: 
�s��When tasks are complex, short-term goals that provide immediate 

incentives and guidelines for performance may produce better  
performance than long-term goals that are too far removed in time 
to mobilize efforts.

�s��As the complexity of the task increases and requires the develop-
ment of higher level skills, the effect of the goal on performance 
will depend on the ability of the individual to discover appropriate 
task strategies. 

... and some implications for leadership practice:
Know why goal setting is important and how goal setting works.
�s��Check rather than assume capacity to set appropriate goals and, 

where needed, provide opportunities to learn how to link data  
to next steps.

�s��Work collaboratively to set short-term goals to improve performance 
on complex tasks.

�s��Be knowledgeable about subject-speci�c assessment, curriculum 
expectations and instructional strategies in order to help set  
appropriate improvement goals based on data. 

Goal commitment: 
�s��The relationship between goals and performance is strongest when 

people are committed to their goals. 
�s��The commitment is most relevant when goals are dif�cult, since 

these goals require more effort and may have a lower chance of suc-
cess than simple goals.

�s��Two categories of factors required in particular for goal commit-
ment are: 
1.	Making goal attainment important to people, including the 

importance of the expected outcomes. 
2.	 In�uencing people’s belief that they can attain the goal.

�s��Goals assigned to us will motivate us as much as those we choose our-
selves, as long as the purpose or rationale for the goal is provided. 

One of the most important goal 
setting supports leaders can 
provide is to help individuals 
align their personal goals with 
the goals of the organization.

– Leithwood, 2010

Robinson et al (2009) believe 
that the content of goals may 
be as important as the process 
of setting goals and argue that 
“good” goals in an education 
environment are:
�U�Ê�Academic In high-achieving 

schools and schools that are 
making major achievement 
gains, a focus on academic 
goals is both a property of 
leadership (the principal 
makes student achievement 
the school’s top goal) and a 
quality of school organization 
(school-wide objectives are 
the focal point of instruction).

�U�Ê�Specific: The more strongly 
principals espouse abstract 
vision statements, the more 
negatively their teachers will 
react. Effective goals are 
clear and speci�c, and make 
it possible to assess progress 
and adjust accordingly.

�U�Ê�Challenging but achievable: 
Effective goals are set at an 
appropriate level of dif�culty. 
The perceived dif�culty of 
a goal and the perceived 
capacity to meet it are 
inseparably linked, so what 
counts as dif�cult will change 
as capacity changes.
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... and some implications for leadership practice:
�s��Make public the commitment to the goal, and establish the impor-

tance of the goal by linking it to the big picture, such as pedagogical, 
philosophical, and moral purposes, and by modelling.

�s��Demonstrate priorities through personal actions; e.g. attendance 
and participation in professional learning and meetings associated 
with an initiative signal commitment to its goals and a determina-
tion to support successful implementation. 

�s��Ensure that all stakeholders participate in setting goals to help 



High performance cycles: 
�s��The higher the goal, the higher the performance.
�s��High performance leads to rewards such as recognition. 
�s��



What are some of the common  
pitfalls to avoid in setting goals?

The research of Latham and Locke (2006) points to a number of 
common pitfalls leaders may encounter. They are summarized in  
the following:

CONTENT OF THE GOAL
�s��Goals that are too dif�cult: When people lack the knowledge and 

skills to attain a performance goal, giving them a dif�cult goal 
sometimes leads to poorer performance. Of course, goals can and 
should “stretch” us.

�s��Establishing an idealized goal: An idealized goal that a leader, 
group or organization ties to personal identity – one that ties goal 
attainment to self-esteem – can lead to inappropriate actions aimed 
at attaining the goal regardless of possible costs and consequences. 
The outcome can be an unrealistic over-commitment or reluctance 
to abandon the goal regardless of the facts or circumstances, and  
a temptation to act irrationally when goal attainment is threatened. 

�s��Ignoring non-goal performance dimensions: Goals are designed 
to direct thought and action. On the other hand, this means that 
performance dimensions for which goals are not set will not receive 
the same degree of attention. 

GOAL SETTING PROCESSES 
�s��Con�ict within a group: A performance goal can have a detrimental 

effect on a group’s performance if there is con�ict among group 
members. 

�s��Punishment for failure to reach a goal: Goals may have an adverse 
effect on risktaking.

IMPACT ON INDIVIDUALS
�s��Negative perceptions: Goal setting may be perceived as a threat 

rather than a challenge. 
�s��Success in goal attainment: High satisfaction typically leads to  

increasingly high self-con�dence and the setting of even higher 
goals. People may persist in using older strategies rather than 
adopting new and more appropriate ones for the new task at hand. 

�s��Rewards for success in goal attainment: When a reward is tied to 
goal attainment people who come close to but fail to attain their 
goals are more likely to overstate their performance than those 
who are not so close to attaining their goals. 

�s��Goal-related stress: Goals may increase a person’s stress especially if 
there are a large number, rather than a reasonable number of goals. 

STRATEGIES FOR MINIMIZING  
OR ELIMINATING  
COMMON PITFALLS  
IN GOAL SETTING

CONTENT OF THE GOAL
�U�Ê��*�À�œ�Û�ˆ�`�i�Ê�œ�«�«�œ�À�Ì�Õ�˜�ˆ�Ì�ˆ�i�Ã�Ê�v�œ�À�Ê

professional learning that 
enhances knowledge and skills 
related to speci�c goals.

�U�Ê��
�Ý�>�“�ˆ�˜�i�Ê�Ì�…�i�Ê�«�œ�Ì�i�˜�Ì�ˆ�>�•�Ê�À�ˆ�Ã�Ž�Ã�Ê�ˆ�˜�Ê
pursuing different goals and 
be adaptable – this includes 
abandoning the goals and/or 
plans if results are not evident 
within a reasonable time.

�U�Ê��	�i�v�œ�À�i�Ê�>�Ã�Ã�ˆ�}�˜�ˆ�˜�}�Ê�}�œ�>�•�Ã�]�Ê
give people the professional 
development and resources to 
prepare them for the challenges 
they will encounter in pursuing 
these goals.

GOAL SETTING PROCESSES 
�U�Ê��7�œ�À�`�Ã�Ê�>�˜�`�Ê�>�V�Ì�ˆ�œ�˜�Ã�Ê�Ã�…�œ�Õ�•�`�Ê�V�•�i�>�À�•�Þ�Ê

convey that errors and setbacks 
are transitory and part of the 
learning process. 

�U�Ê����v�Ê�>�Ê�V�i�À�Ì�>�ˆ�˜�Ê�œ�Õ�Ì�V�œ�“�i�Ê�œ�À�Ê�>�V�Ì�ˆ�œ�˜�Ê�ˆ�Ã�Ê
critical, set a goal for it. 

IMPACT ON INDIVIDUALS 
�U�Ê����Ã�Ê���i�>�Ì�…�Ê�>�˜�`�Ê���i�>�Ì�…�Ê�­�Ó�ä�£�ä�®�Ê

argue, “shrink the change” by 
engineering early successes. 

�U�Ê��-�i�Ì�Ê�«�À�œ�}�À�i�Ã�Ã�ˆ�Û�i�•�Þ�Ê�…�ˆ�}�…�i�À�Ê�}�œ�>�•�Ã�Ê�Ì�œ�Ê
allow high performing individuals 
and teams to set their own goals 
and the strategies to attain them. 

�U�Ê��
�˜�}�>�}�i�Ê�ˆ�˜�Ê�v�À�>�˜�Ž�Ê�V�œ�˜�Û�i�À�Ã�>�Ì�ˆ�œ�˜�Ã�Ê�Ì�œ�Ê
bring forward beliefs and values 
about the strategies needed for 
success. 

�U�Ê����i�•�«�Ê�i�˜�Ã�Õ�À�i�Ê�Ì�…�>�Ì�Ê�i�“�«�•�œ�Þ�i�i�Ã�Ê
have the necessary level of self-
con�dence to achieve the goal.
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�s��Reaching or exceeding challenging goals: 



The District Context:  
Goal Setting for District Leaders

What are the implications of these research �ndings for system 
leaders, particularly as they seek to build coherence across ministry, 
district, schools and classrooms as they focus on the three priority 
goals; i.e. 

1.	 High levels of student achievement
2.	 Reduced gaps in student achievement
3.	 Increased public con�dence in publicly funded education?

Marzano and Waters (2009) respond in part to this question through 
their meta-analysis that determines the strength of relationship 
between district-level actions and average student achievement.  
They found the following �ve district-level leadership behaviours  
and responsibilities associated with student achievement, all of which 
are relevant to setting goals: 

1.	 Ensuring collaborative goal setting: Effective district leaders 
include all relevant stakeholders in establishing non-negotiable 
goals for their districts. In particular, they ensure that principals 
throughout the district are deeply involved in the goal-setting 
process since they are the people who will implement articulated 
district goals in schools. Involving stakeholders in the goal-
setting process does not imply that consensus is reached among 
all involved. It does however imply that once stakeholders reach 
an appropriate level of agreement about district goals that all 
stakeholders commit to supporting the attainment of the goals. 

2.	 Establishing non-negotiable goals for achievement and 
instruction:  Effective district leaders help ensure that the 
collaborative goal setting process results in non-negotiable goals –  
goals that all staff members must act on – in at least two areas: 
student achievement and classroom instruction. All staff members 
in all schools are aware of the goals and an action plan is created 
for those goals.



3.	 Creating board alignment with and support of district goals: In 
effective districts, the school board is aligned with and supportive 
of the non-negotiable goals for achievement and instruction. The 
board ensures that these goals remain the top priorities in the 
district and that no other initiatives de�ect attention or resources 
from accomplishing them.

4.	 Monitoring achievement and instruction goals: 





Making Connections: 
How Goal Setting Interacts with 
Other Core Leadership Capacities

As we consider each of the �ve CLCs, and develop our capacity 
as leaders, it is important to keep in mind that these capacities 
are integrated and interconnected. Our mastery of any individual 
capacity tends to support our effectiveness in other areas of 
leadership. For example, the two CLCs we have explored in previous 
issues – promoting collaborative learning cultures and engaging in 
courageous conversations are clearly linked to our capacity to set  
and achieve goals.

Setting and achieving goals relies on establishing a collaborative 
learning culture in which goals are created, understood, and carried 
out with shared commitment both to the end result and to the effort,  
persistence and professional learning that may be involved in 
achieving them.

Likewise, engaging in courageous conversations – those we often 
wish we could avoid, but which are essential to moving forward – are 
an integral and necessary part of the inevitable challenges we will 
encounter as we pursue the kind of goals the research tells us are 
most effective and motivating.

Equally, the establishment of effective and shared goals gives focus 
and meaning to the school’s collaborative culture, and provides a 
clear platform for courageous conversations that address roadblocks 
and issues. 
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This table illustrates how “setting goals” is embedded  
in the Ontario Leadership Framework 2012 

DOMAINS OF 
THE ONTARIO 
LEADERSHIP 
FRAMEWORK 
2012

SELECTED SCHOOL-LEVEL LEADERSHIP PRACTICES & 
EXAMPLES OF WHAT THESE PRACTICES LOOK LIKE IN ACTION 

PERSONAL LEADERSHIP 
RESOURCES: Leaders draw 
upon their personal leadership 
resources to effectively enact 
leadership practices

Setting  
Directions

�U�Ê �	�Õ�ˆ�•�`�ˆ�˜�} �> �Ã�…�>�À�i�` �Û�ˆ�Ã�ˆ�œ�˜
–	 Help staff and diverse stakeholders understand the relationship 

between the school’s vision and board and provincial policy 
initiatives and priorities

�U�Ê ���`�i�˜�Ì�ˆ�v�Þ�ˆ�˜�} �Ã�«�i�V�ˆ�w�V�] �Ã�…�>�À�i�` �Ã�…�œ�À�Ì�‡�Ì�i�À�“ �}�œ�>�•�Ã
–	 Build consensus among students, staff and other stakeholders 

for the school’s goals and priorities
–	 Ensure the goals are clearly communicated to all stakeholders

�U�Ê �
�œ�“�“�Õ�˜�ˆ�V�>�Ì�ˆ�˜�} �Ì�…�i �Û�ˆ�Ã�ˆ�œ�˜ �>�˜� ̀�}�œ�>�•�Ã
–	 Use many different formal and informal opportunities to explain 

to stakeholders the overall vision and goals established for  
the school

Cognitive Resources:
�U	Problem-solving  

expertise
�U	Knowledge of effective 



Walking the Talk:





For each component in the SEF there are a number of indicators 





These four questions form the basis for goal setting and lead 
to de-privatization of practice, teaching-learning precision and 
personalization to meet individual student needs and student – 
teacher engagement.To learn more about CPCO visit www.cpco.
on.ca.

OCSOA integrates the “setting goals” CLC as an essential focus 
of its Mentoring and Coaching Program in which its utilization 
of “active” mentors has resulted in the generation of a provincial 



to establish system-wide learning organizations. OPSOA continues 
to work with OPC to strengthen the learning community concept 
of leadership. OPSOA is currently emphasizing technological 
awareness for its members asking superintendents to work within 
their districts to implement effective methods of employing new 
technology to strengthen learning and build achievement. To learn 
more about OPSOA visit www.opsoa.org.

Selected Resources and Publications  
Recommended by Ontario Leaders:

Assessing Educational Leaders: Evaluating Performance for Improved 
Individual and Organizational Results, 2nd edition by Reeves (2009) 
is a �eld-tested resource that provides the information and tools 
recommended for successful evaluation of the performance of 
educational leaders and improved individual and organizational 
performance. Of particular relevance to the “setting goals” CLC is 
the planning, implementation, and monitoring (PIM) process Reeves 
outlines. 

Building Shared Responsibility for Student Learning by Conzemius and 
O’Neill (2001) presents a practical framework for building shared 
responsibility within schools and school systems – one that is an 
ongoing activity – a journey not a destination that includes three 
critical components: focus, re�ection and collaboration. 

Cognitive Coaching: A Foundation for Renaissance Schools, 2nd edition  
by Costa and Garmston (2002) offers guidelines for understanding 
the role and power of cognitive coaching to improve teaching, 
leading and learning. 

District Leadership that Works: Striking the Right Balance by Marzano 
and Waters (2009) addresses the central research question: “What 
is the strength of relationship between district-level administrative 
actions and student achievement?” 

Drive: The Surprising Truth about What Motivates Us by Pink (2009) 
draws on four decades of scienti�c research on human motivation to 
examine what the author has identi�ed as the three elements of true 
motivation – autonomy, mastery, and purpose and offers smart and 
surprising strategies for putting these into action. 
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Continuing the Dialogue:  
What You Told Us



From a Teacher Leader:
�s��The work of creating authentic collaborative learning cultures is a 

journey that sometimes feels like creating an oil painting. It takes 
time and sometimes certain groups go further in their development 
than others. Sometimes I have to walk away and let things dry and 
look at parts with fresh eyes before I try another strategy to move  
us further. My greatest learning over the last �ve years in the role  
of teacher leader has been with four small schools. We began  
networking before it became fashionable! 

The schools were so small that we moved to four-school 
collaboration – deprivatizing practice was not a choice – it had 
to happen. With only one or two teachers at most per grade level 
teachers truly appreciated working together for student learning.  
I feel the work to develop these cultures is always un�nished.  
I �nd it truly exciting! 

Some insights of a teacher leader on successful strategies for promoting collaborative  
learning cultures: 

�U � Engage in real work that supports the students in our classrooms right now and most often using 
the Teaching-Learning Critical Pathway (T-LCP)

�U � Embed norms of collaboration through authentic practice by facilitating opportunities for teams  
to be together frequently over an extended period of time

�U � Have consultants, coordinators and principals model the skills of collaboration 

�U � Find opportunities to re�ect on ongoing work together and to provide feedback about learning 

�U � Gradually release responsibility over time to others within group meetings to empower members  
of the learning community 

�U � Provide space for future teacher leaders within the group to develop and grow 

�U � Increase opportunities for teachers to feel a sense of ownership and ef�cacy in their ongoing work 
to improve student achievement

�U � Articulate that our work is about inquiry and investigation and that when things aren’t working  
it’s okay to say “Let’s consider: the why and the ‘so what’ leading to the ‘ now what’ as we tweak 
and revise in that constant pursuit of improving on our previous best”

�U � Identify two or three precise targets and goals that “do good” for kids and are not only aligned 
within the school but also re�ect board and ministry priorities

�U � Communicate targets and goals to our various stakeholders so that they are also able eventually  
to articulate them to help ensure that our roadway is clear to all

�U �



From Mentor/Mentee Teams:
�s��The seeds of a collaborative learning culture are present in every 

school. In some high schools, they can be widely scattered and 



�s��
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