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PURPOSE:   To help students identify their reading goals

THEORY:    Eff ective goal setting with students is the foundation of successful instruction. 
According to Comings, Parrella, and Soricone in Persistence Among Adult Basic 
Education Student in Pre-GED Classes, when students set their own reading 
goals and then are able to monitor and see progress toward those goals, they 
are more likely to persist in adult education programs.

  In addition, goal setting and monitoring provides valuable information to 
help you make instructional decisions about materials, methodology, and 
focus of instruction. Below are some tools and strategies you can use to help 
students set and monitor their goals.

Setting Long-Term Reading Goals

Initially, an adult student may enter a program with very vague or general long-term goals, 
specifi c short-term reading goals and no long-term goals, or maybe without any goals at all 
– just the sense that he wants to read better. In long-term goal setting, the objective is to get 
students to think about the “why” more than the “what.” For example, a student may want to 
get his GED (the what). In setting the long-term reading goal, you want to help the student 
identify why he wants his GED: to move up in his job, to continue his education, to be a role 
model for his children. This discussion helps the student clearly defi ne a big picture for what he 
wants to accomplish. Once the student can describe the big picture, begin to talk about how 
reading fi ts into this big picture. In the example above, you could begin by asking the student 
what kinds of things he reads at work now and what kinds of things he would need to read if 
he got a promotion. You can talk about what kinds of things he thinks he would need to be 
able to read to pass the GED and how those might be similar to or diff erent from the things he 
would read at work. These then become the student’s long-term reading goals. You can use the 
Reading Goals Questionnaire below to help your student establish and document his long-term 
reading goals.

Setting Short-Term Goals

Once the student has established some long-term reading goals, it is important to break these 
down into short-term reading goals that can be clearly identifi ed, articulated, and measured. 
To do this:

have the student discuss the reading strengths and skills he already has and can build on 
to accomplish his goals

discuss with the student what gives him trouble when he reads and help him identify 
the areas that he needs or wants to develop

identify with the student the short-term reading goals that will be the focus of 
instruction.

Once you and the student have identifi ed the short-term reading goals, be sure there is a clear 
link back to the long-term reading goals. In the example above, the student might identify the 
need to identify details in work documents, follow a sequence of steps, and skim for important 
information. These are also skills that the student will need to pass the GED. Discuss with the 
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student what the two of you will do in and out of class to accomplish the goals, and how the 
student will know the goal has been met. You can use the Student Learning Plan below to help 
you do this.

Regularly Monitoring Goals

Once you’ve worked with the student to set long-term and short-term reading goals, it is 
important to monitor the goals on a regular basis. Monitoring involves reviewing the long-term 
reading goal to see that it is still relevant to the student’s life, and then reviewing the short-
term reading goals related to it. During this review, you and the student want to identify the 
goals that have been accomplished and what progress he has made on the other goals. If the 
student has not made progress on a goal, discuss the reasons why and make adjustments in 
the strategies you both are using to achieve the goal.

Setting and monitoring long-term and short-term reading goals helps the student see 
progress, avoid frustration, and remain motivated to continue his education.

For lesson plans that include setting reading goals, go to NCSALL’s publication Understanding 
What Reading is All About: Teaching Materials and Lessons for Adult Basic Education Learners
(http://www.ncsall.net/fi leadmin/resources/teach/uwriaa.pdf)

Further Reading

http://www.ncsall.net/fi leadmin/resources/research/report12.pdf
John P. Comings, Andrea Parrella, and Lisa Soricone. Persistence Among Adult Basic Education 
Student in Pre-GED Classes. Cambridge, MA: NCSALL, 1999.

http://eff .cls.utk.edu/PDF/01research-practice.pdf
Marilyn K. Gillespie. EFF Research Principle: A Purposeful and Transparent Approach to Teaching 
and Learning. Washington, DC: NIFL.
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Reading Goals Questionnaire

Adapted from Understanding What Reading is All About: Teaching Materials and Lessons for Adult Basic 
Education Learners, 2005, National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy. Used with 
permission.

Reading Goals

Name: 

Date: 

As a family member I now read I would like to be able to read

As a community member I now read I would like to be able to read

At work I read I would like to be able to read

For myself I read I would like to be able to read

Reading Goals

Name: 

Date: 

I want to read 

so I can 

I want to read 

so I can 



S t u d e n t  L e a r n i n g  P l a n
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Student Learning Plan

Adapted from Teaching Adults: A Literacy Resource Book, 1994, New Readers Press, Division of ProLiteracy 
Worldwide. Used with permission.

Long-Term Goal: 

Short-Term Goal 1: 

What strategies will you use? What materials will you use?
How will you know when 

you’ve achieved your goal?

Short-Term Goal 2: 

What strategies will you use? What materials will you use?
How will you know when 

you’ve achieved your goal?


