
www.opportunityeducation.org

Empower Students to 
Drive Learning
Transform One-Size-Fits-All Lesson Plans into 
Personalized Learning Goals 

Part of Opportunity Education’s Webinar Series:
The Quest to Transform the High School Experience



Kelsey Cain
Director of Professional Learning
Opportunity Education

● B.A. in Psychology and Africana Studies; Teaching Licensure for K-6 
all subjects, 6-12 Language Arts, Mathematics, and Social Studies

● Focused on helping educators create engaging, skills-focused, and 
active learning communities 

● Interested in elevating student voice and agency in the learning 
process, with an emphasis on both process and product 

● I love my rescue pups and watching sports. Excellent Trivia scribe.  
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Sarah Earnest
Lead School Counselor, QFA Omaha  

● M.S. School Counseling and B.A. Secondary Education with 
concentration in Biology and Chemistry Education

● One of the founding mentors at Quest Forward Academy Omaha

● Eight year of experience in 7-12 education, in both the private and 
public settings

● Additional educational experience with SPH International Schools 
in Jakarta, Indonesia, Nebraska Game and Parks, and Oxbow 
Animal Health

● Hobbies: Travel, cooking, reading and volunteering at the zoo
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Meredith Pierson
Science Mentor, QFA Santa Rosa 

● M.S. Biology and B.S. Biology with concentration in 
Molecular and Cell Biology

● Nine years teaching, tutoring, and mentoring in the 
Sciences, English, and History

● “Somewhere, something incredible is waiting to be 
known.” – Carl Sagan

● I love to hike, travel, cook, bake, and eat
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Jolene Zywica, PhD
Senior Director of Learning Strategy
Opportunity Education

● Leads research, design, and evaluation efforts. Provides support 
to school leadership and staff

● Involved in Quest Forward Learning since its inception 

● Prior experiences: PhD in Learning Sciences and Policy, 
Post-doctoral researcher at Carnegie Mellon University, Literacy 
Coach in Chicago Public Schools, Teacher in Pittsburgh H.S., 
Afterschool and summer program designer and facilitator, 
researcher

● Swimming, camping, cooking, gardening, tball coach
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Please introduce 
yourselves in the 
chat box. 
Your Name, Your Location and School/Organization, Your Role 

Thank you for joining us.

The webinar will be recorded and available. All webinar registrants 
will receive a follow-up email that will include the webinar slide deck, 
recording, and other resources mentioned during the presentation. 





In the next hour, you will...

1. See strategies for implementing goal setting in 
a high school classroom that are simple, 
flexible, and effective. 

2. Learn how Quest Forward students and 
teachers work together to connect short-term 
goals to long-term best-fit paths. 
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Goal setting 
can be hard.

But it doesn’t 
have to be. 



Opening Thoughts 

Why planning and 
goal setting?
1. Motivation!

2. Help them see a path to success. 

3. Move the needle from mandate to 
ownership, from teacher-directed 
to student-directed 

4. Equip students to thrive in and out 
of school. 
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Opening Thoughts 

What do we mean by “goal setting”?
1. Planning
2. Identifying effective goals
3. Breaking long-term goals into smaller sub-goals
4. Monitoring progress towards goals
5. Reflecting on goals and progress
6. Achieving goals
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When students:
● set personal 

academic goals 

● take actions to meet 
those goals

● regularly reflect on 
their progress 
towards those goals
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Opening Thoughts: What does the research say? 

Burnette, O’Boyle, VanEpps, Pollack, & Finkel, 2013; Duckworth, 2015; Cleary & Zimmerman, 
2004; Pintrich, 2000; Zimmerman & Schunk, 2011; Winne & Hadwin, 1998 

They:
● develop important 

skills and habits 
related to 
self-regulation

● have increased 
motivation 

● have increased 
confidence in 
abilities



People who set specific 
and challenging goals 
perform better than 
people who set vague, 
easy goals.

Opening Thoughts 

13Doran, 1981; Ames, 1992; Elliot & Dweck, 2005; Elliot & Dweck, 1988; Svinicki, 2005 

SMART Goals: 

● Specific
● Measurable
● Attainable
● Relevant
● Time-limited



Opening Thoughts 

14Ames, 1992; Elliot & Dweck, 2005; Elliot & Dweck, 1988; Svinicki, 2005 

Two types of goals:

Performance
Goals

Mastery
Goals



Opening Thoughts 

Performance Goals
1. Based on general standards and norms

2. Focus on self-worth and recognition

3. Undermine long-term performance and learning

4. Can be accomplished without learning or 
by cheating

5. “Will that be on the test?;” “Is there anything I 
can do for extra credit? I have to have an A in this 
class!;” or “Could you just tell me what you want?” 

15Ames, 1992; Elliot & Dweck, 2005; Elliot & Dweck, 1988; Svinicki, 2005 



Opening Thoughts 

Mastery Goals
1. Success is based on personal, self-defined standards 

2. More likely to result in high-quality work and learning 

3. Leads to positive behaviors, self-regulation, and 
goal achievement

4. Correlated with risk-taking, preference for challenging 
work, intrinsic interest, positive attitudes towards 
learning, and satisfaction and pride associated with effort

5. “Could you help me understand this better?” or “Could 
you help me get better at this?” 

16Ames, 1992; Elliot & Dweck, 2005; Elliot & Dweck, 1988; Svinicki, 2005 



Short-Term 
Goals
Figuring out the:
● How
● What
● When

Getting Started 



● I started goal setting with my 
Advanced Science Research 
elective as the students were 
mostly working on independent 
projects. Students were 
apprehensive at first as this was 
seen as “more work.” 

● At first, it was tough getting 
students to write down their goals. 
Like pulling teeth.

● Early on, the goal setting 
worksheet was 3 pages.

Getting Started 

[photo of mentor
 and student

Short Term Goals





I then implemented this 
1-page worksheet.

Short Term Goals



● First 10 minutes of class on 
Monday is dedicated to goal 
setting for the week

● Students write down goals

● Each student is invited to share 
one to two goals 

● At the end of the week, have a 
quick one-on-one session with 
each student 

● Student self-reflection

Routines 

Short Term Goals



● Goal setting allows students to 
take responsibility for their own 
learning

● Students may fail, and that’s ok

● Goal setting may not work for 
every student. Some students 
may not be ready.

Takeaways 

Short Term Goals

● Offer goal setting in classroom

● Model goal setting

● Preps students for life after high 
school



Modeling Goal Setting



Student example of a Weekly Plan 

● Personal Goal

● Work Goals with target dates

Follow through with each student 
at the end of the week for verbal 
reflection. 

● Did student accomplish their 
goals? 

● Does student feel they have 
accomplished their goals for 
the week? 



During the first term of [this] year I struggled with 

turning assignments in on time, and often found myself 

in zoom meetings with Meredith, attempting to get all 

my work turned in. After the second term, she 

implemented a goal setting journal. It took a term of 

filling in goals, but after some time I could really see the 

difference, and attended fewer and fewer office hours, 

not only in science but also in the rest of my classes. It has 

helped me with my procrastination habits, along with my 

“manage yourself'' Essential Habit.

-Sebastian 
QUEST FORWARD ACADEMY SANTA ROSA

In Their Own Words



Weekly planning was helpful for me 
getting my driver’s education done. 
This is important because I’m able to get 
my driver’s license and have more 
freedom.

-Sullivan
QUEST FORWARD ACADEMY SANTA ROSA

In Their Own Words



Long-Term 
Goals 
● Making the Connections

● Establishing Benchmarks 

● Measuring Impact 

Impact and Growth 



Short term goals are the stepping 
stones towards a long-term plan 
and real change.

Long-term planning requires 
confidence and perseverance. 

Bridge the gap by putting students 
in the driver’s seat to choose goals 
that are important to them.

Bridging the Gap 

Long Term Goals  |  Making Connections



1. Educate students on the power of 
growth mindset.  

2. Allow for goals that aren’t connected 
to academics or school.

3. Help them see the connection 
between their personal goals and the 
mindset and behaviors needed to 
achieve those goals.

How to Introduce Personal Goals to Students 

Long Term Goals  |  Student Introduction 



Where attention goes, 
neural firing flows, and 
neural connection grows.
― DANIEL J. SIEGEL

Long Term Goals  |  Neuroplasticity and Growth Mindset



Our minds have the incredible capacity to 
both alter the strength of connections 
among neurons, essentially rewiring 
them, and create entirely new pathways. 
(It makes a computer, which cannot 
create new hardware when its system 
crashes, seem fixed and helpless).
― SUSANNAH CAHALAN

Long Term Goals  |  Neuroplasticity and Growth Mindset



Goal Wall



Reinforce the Habit

Long Term Goals  |  Student Support  

● Keep it manageable 

● Be consistent

● Frequently check in with student

● Watch for “goals vs. wishes”

● Keep it concrete

○ What? When? Where? 
and How?



Early Stage Student Goals

Help students to state a 
personal goal within their 
scope of control (what 
they can do differently)

Support them in 
connecting their 
personal to an 
essential habit

Reinforce the goal by 
having the student 
reflect on why it is 
important to them



Early Stage Student Goals



Focus on already existing 
motivation and values

Long Term Goals  |  Student Support  

Create spaces for students to 
explore what is important to 
them



Our 9th and 10th grade 
classes used a badge 
system to track how often 
students were setting 
personal goals. 

Support Students and 
Keep it Fun!

Long Term Goals  |  Student Support  



How can you start having deep and 
meaningful conversations with students 
about their long-term, future plans? 

How can these conversations go beyond 
the question some young people dread, 
“What do you want to be when you grow 
up?”

Looking Further Ahead

Long Term Goals  |  Making Connections  



Dream Profile: 9th Grade

Top or Core Values

Strength Deep Dive

The dream profile is a the 
cumulation of several activities 
designed to help student get to 
know themselves

Potential Career Ideas

Personal Belief Statement



Dream Profile: 
10th Grade

Revisiting Strengths: 
The prompt gives the 
student a chance to think 
about how they can 
leverage a strength 

Career Interests:
This section records 
the result from a 
career interest 
assessment (i.e. 
Holland Codes)Potential Career Ideas: 

Students are 
encouraged to begin 
brainstorming what 
education and what 
skills development they 
would need for a career 
they are interested in

https://self-directed
-search.com/
Or 
https://www.mynex
tmove.org/explore/i
p 

https://self-directed-search.com/
https://self-directed-search.com/
https://www.mynextmove.org/explore/ip
https://www.mynextmove.org/explore/ip
https://www.mynextmove.org/explore/ip


What can you do tomorrow? 

1. Create a culture that embraces 
growth mindset

Start early. Discuss often! 

41

Closing Thoughts



What can you do tomorrow? 

2. Make goals visual and at the forefront. 

You don’t need to spend a lot of money or time 
making them. They can be printed, turned into 
posters, or accessed digitally to create a flexible 
experience.
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Closing Thoughts
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What can you do tomorrow? 

3. Model the process, practice often, 
rinse and repeat. 
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Closing Thoughts



4. Create personal relevance, and 
be open to change and iteration.

Connect to students’ personal lives. 
Acknowledge that things could and will 
change as students’ interests change. Be 
open to the process. 
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Closing Thoughts

What can you do tomorrow? 
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Closing Thoughts

What can you do tomorrow? 

5. Don’t wait to begin having 
conversations about the future.

During the first semester of high school, 
talk to your student about their dreams, 
strengths, and plans for post-graduation 
life.



What would you like to 
learn more about?

www.opportunityeducation.org
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www.opportunityeducation.org

Access all the webinars in 
the series — recordings, 
slides, and more. 

www.opportunityeducation.org/webinars

1

https://opportunityeducation.org/us/webinar-transform-one-size-fits-all-goals-into-differentiated-planning/
http://www.opportunityeducation.org/webinars


www.opportunityeducation.org

Learn more about Quest 
Forward Learning, and how 
it helps high schools to 
transform.
www.opportunityeducation.org/transform
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http://www.opportunityeducation.org/transform


www.opportunityeducation.org

Contact us to find out if 
Quest Forward Learning 
could fit your unique school.

info@opportunityeducation.org
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Explore

www.opportunityeducation.org 
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Kelsey Cain
kcain@opportunityeducation.org
Connect on LinkedIn

Sarah Earnest 
searnest@questforward.academy
Connect on LinkedIn

Meredith Pierson
mpierson@questforward.academy
Connect on LinkedIn

Jolene Zywica, PhD
jzywica@opportunityeducation.org 
Connect on LinkedIn

Connect

www.questforward.academy/omaha

www.questforward.academy/santa-rosa

http://www.opportunityeducation.org
mailto:kcain@opportunityeducation.org
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kelseycainedu/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sarah-earnest-29976a144/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/meredith-p-3a79b0161/
mailto:jzywica@opportunityeducation.org
https://www.linkedin.com/in/zywica/
http://www.questforward.academy/omaha
http://www.questforward.academy/santa-rosa


Thank you.

www.opportunityeducation.org
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Opportunity Education is a non-profit 
foundation developing and supporting 
life-changing learning programs for 
young adults worldwide. Since 2005, we 
have supported over 1 million students 
in 11 countries.

We help school leaders to shift their 
school's work from content instruction 
and testing to student skills practice 
and growth within a rigorous academic 
program that meets the highest 
standards. 

ABOUT US
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