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Abstract 
 

Student motivation and engagement seem to be more important 

than ever considering information technology has rendered 

learning away from a classroom setting relatively commonplace. 

Also, recent research has provided evidence that the lack of 

non-cognitive skills may be harming academic results in 

developing countries such as Brazil. Motivated by these two 

circumstances, this study aimed to investigate the use of a 

modern goal-setting framework, Objectives and Key Results 

(OKR), as a tool to improve teachers´ leadership skills and 

foster a more structured teacher/student dialogue about 

performance. A randomised controlled trial (RCT) was conducted 

to estimate the short-term effect caused on teachers by a 

lecture on OKR. Positive effects were detected, but the sample 

size prevents these results to be considered statistically 

significant. A single teacher OKR pilot was carried out to 

identify a manner of use for the framework in the classroom 

context. Pilot results look promising and probably justify the 

continuation of the research. 
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Introduction 
 

Research aim  
 

There is substantial evidence to suggest that present day 

ready availability of information is making possible a shift 

towards much more independence in the learning of students 

(see for example Katyal & Evers, 2004:367). Recent studies 

have indicated that the result of these more autonomous forms 

of learning has transformed the ways through which teachers 

are capable of causing a positive and relevant effect (Katyal, 

2010:278). The importance of investigating the phenomenon 

described in the lines above, lies in the fact that teachers´ 

ability to influence students within and beyond classrooms 

(Öqvist & Malmström, 2018:156), is said to play a “critical 

and central role in students´ educational motivations” (Öqvist 

& Malmström, 2016:365).  

The 2016 OECD report on low-performing students indicates 

that there is a growing number of students “trapped in a 

vicious circle of poor performance and demotivation” (OECD, 

2016:3). Therefore, it seems to be important, in light of the 

more loosely coupled learning circumstances of the 21st 

century, that teachers are capable of maintaining their 

capacity of helping students to “achieve the behavioural and 

affective components of engagement” (Katyal & Evers, 

2004:374).  

According to the “self-determination theory” (”SDT”), 



students have psychological needs to be “competent, 

autonomous, and related to others” (Deci & Ryan, 2012:1). 

Whenever these needs are not satisfied, motivation is said to 

be affected (Deci & Ryan, 2012:1). In a world where advanced 

information and communication technology (”ICT”) corresponds 

to an excellent stimulus for students to self-determine their 

own learning (Lao, Cheng, Huang, Ku, & Chan, 2017:1169) and 

therefore fulfil their basic need for autonomy (SDT), if 

teachers are not aware that they may be playing a peripheral 

role as providers of knowledge (Katyal, 2010:282), they may 

end up limiting themselves to delivering the kind of 

instruction which blocks students´ engagement other than 

fostering it (Katyal, 2010:282). At the same time, when 

teachers “support and encourage” students to “explore, 

initiate, endorse and engage in behaviours that are interesting 

and/or important for them”, they end up facilitating the 

internalization of their influence upon students and fuelling 

students´ motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008:17).  

Due to the above, I hypothesise that the “symbolic capital” 

or “professionalism” of teachers, in Bourdieusian terms 

(Schinkel & Noordegraaf, 2011:89), will start to be defined 

more in regards to their ability to cause a positive impact on 

students´ non-cognitive skills, or, speaking freely, their 

ability to influence or “lead” the students, than in terms of 

the amount of first-order (e.g. Subject Content Knowledge (SCK) 

(Childs & McNicholl, 2007:1630) or even second-order knowledge 



(e.g. Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) (Shulman, 1986:9) 

that they may have accumulated during the course of their 

careers. 

Based on the conjecture described above, the concept behind 

this dissertation can be summarised as follows: those more 

independent forms of learning, which were made possible by the 

ICT-driven ubiquitous access to knowledge, may be requiring 

teachers to enact a higher level of “leadership” (Gilley, 

Shelton, & Gilley, 2011:388; Öqvist & Malmström, 2016:371). 

The definition of leadership used here is the “capacity of 

teachers to influence and enable students to apply their 

abilities and resources to a given cause” (Öqvist & Malmström, 

2016:367).  

In practical classroom terms, this form of leadership 

contains many elements of the “student-centred teaching” or 

“student-centred learning” approach (”SCT”) and vice-versa. 

Goal-setting, for example, is an element in the SCT approach 

(E. Lee & Hannafin, 2016:717) and is also considered a 

fundamental component in many accounts of leadership (Berson, 

Halevy, Shamir, & Erez, 2015:146; Fowler, 2018:188). 

The research described herein leveraged this relationship 

to investigate the impact caused on teachers´ level of self-

efficacy for SCT by a teacher education intervention. The study 

encompassed two phases.  

The first phase had a quantitative nature and focused on 

estimating the “Average Treatment Effect (ATE) (Deaton & 



Cartwright, 2018:3)” caused by a lecture on goal-setting, 

delivered by the teacher educator, on teachers´ self-efficacy 

for SCT. The second phase was a qualitative analysis of the 

teacher educator working with a teacher to implement a modern 

goal-setting framework within state-owned schools in Brazil.  

 

 The quantitative phase 
 

The research´s initial phase focused on evaluating a single 

lecture on goal-setting as a method to increase teachers´ self-

efficacy for student-centred teaching. As it frequently 

happens in many places, the format of teacher education 

interventions in Brazil is commonly limited to lectures and 

workshops (Marcondes, 1999:206). However, it is widely 

demonstrated in the literature that providing a “body of 

knowledge” to teachers typically fails to produce a lasting 

effect on behaviour (Kennedy, 2016:956; Korthagen, 2010:99). 

Although recognising the low efficacy of the format described 

above, this study considered this suboptimal reality a given 

fact and aimed to estimate the short-term impact of a viable 

intervention, in this case, a lecture, so to be able to 

usefully inform the addition of knowledge on goal-setting to 

existent teacher education programs. The quantitative approach 

adopted was the execution of a randomised controlled trial 

(”RCT”) (Hacking, 1988:449) which involved a total of 32 

(thirty-two) secondary teachers. This method was chosen due to 



its prominence, justifiable or not, as the “gold standard” of 

credible evidence (Cartwright, 2011:1400). Also, besides 

providing quantitative information on the impact of a lecture 

on teachers´ self-efficacy, the fact that a small RCT was used 

in such a way to evaluate a teacher education intervention may 

give birth to some insights on the applicability of 

randomisation in the field and may end up opening new avenues 

for research. 

 

The qualitative phase 
 

After the execution of the RCT mentioned above, a secondary 

teacher who participated in the experiment has volunteered 

herself to engage in a goal-setting pilot project. The pilot 

was about the co-creation of an educational version of one of 

the most successful goal-setting frameworks: the Objectives 

and Key Results (”OKR”) (Wodtke, 2016:1). During this 

qualitative phase, I worked with this teacher for six weeks to 

apply OKR in her classrooms so to specify the ways through 

which OKR´s “goal-setting conferences” (Gaa, 1973:42; Schunk, 

1990:80) should be implemented in our context. We have outlined 

some of the characteristics of the OKR protocol when the 

framework is used in a classroom. We took into consideration 

the Brazilian K-12 national curriculum. 

 



The importance of the research 
 

As explained above, this dissertation investigates the use 

of goal-setting as an element of the knowledge base of teachers 

and teacher educators, accordingly to a conceptualisation of 

teachers as leaders (Öqvist & Malmström, 2016:365). Along these 

lines, the importance of the research described herein lies in 

two different aspects:  

 

1. If verified to be viable and practical, the addition 

of knowledge on OKR to existent teacher education 

programs could be a powerful tool to increase, trough 

the formation of teachers able to promote mastery goals 

(Ames, 1992:262), students´ motivation to learn 

(Vedder-Weiss & Fortus, 2018:182). Also, recent 

quantitative research has suggested, drawing from data 

related to PISA exams, that Brazilian students may 

maintain a lower than expected level of motivation 

(Balart, Oosterveen, & Webbink, 2018:139). Such a 

result may be an indication that goal-setting 

frameworks have the potential to be highly beneficial 

when applied to the Brazilian educational context. 

 

2. The use of a small-scale RCT to estimate the impact of 

an episodic and standalone intervention, such as a 

lecture, constitutes a novelty in the field of teacher 



education and may set the stage for the insertion of 

such experiments into professional development (”PD”) 

programs;  

 

Literature review 
 

 

 Having given the rationale for this study and a brief 

outline of how the intervention was planned and carried out, 

this section begins by discussing the extent to which goal-

setting matters in education. It then moves on to look 

specifically at the evidence for the particular goal-setting 

framework (OKR) that was introduced to teachers to develop 

their knowledge on goal-setting. Next, it is going to be 

discussed the possibilities of leadership coaching in the 

context of the Brazilian state-owned educational system. 

 

Do goals matter?  
 

Goals, or more specifically, achievement goals, refer, in 

the educational context, to students’ reasons for undertaking 

tasks (Zong, Zhang, & Yao, 2017:342). The commonly accepted 

model of achievement goals establishes the existence of three 

goal types: mastery, performance-approach and performance-

avoidance (Kaplan & Maehr, 2007:143). These performance-

related types of goals are said to correspond to two different 



motivational orientations. Performance-approach goals relate 

to students wanting to demonstrate high ability, and 

performance-avoidance goals refer to students trying to avoid 

the possibility of demonstrating low ability (Kaplan & Maehr, 

2007:144). There has been some controversy regarding 

performance goals being detrimental within the educational 

context. Pintrich (2000) conducted a study involving one 

hundred and fifty 13-year old students (78 girls; 72 boys) and 

concluded that a focus on “approaching the competition and 

comparison” may not cause negative effects, in the case the 

student is also interested in mastering his or her schoolwork 

(p. 553). At the same time, Gonçalves, Niemivirta, & Lemos 

(2017) suggest that performance goals may cause “either neutral 

or negative motivational effects” in younger kids while causing 

“positive effects on college students” (p. 151). These same 

authors say that the goal orientations of students may vary, 

in different degrees, as they go thru schooling (ibid, p. 151). 

Zong et al. (2017), conducted a study involving 614 students 

from elementary schools in China and found that the prevalence 

of performance goals in that group of participants was 

positively correlated with the degree through which families 

were involved, inside the home, with student´s education (p. 

352). The same study showed that the occurrence of mastery 

goals becomes more frequent when parents actively participate 

in school activities (p. 353). 

Different from what happens in the case of performance 



goals, mastery goals, that is, goals “which focus on developing 

competence (e.g. “to learn”)” (Marina S. Lemos, Gonçalves, 

Lens, & Rodrigues, 2014:1), are commonly considered to be 

beneficial. Ames & Archer (1988), for example, conducted a 

study involving 176 high-school students (85 girls and 91 boys) 

and verified that those students who emphasized mastery goals 

were the ones to demonstrate a “more positive attitude towards 

the class” and a preference towards “challenging tasks” (p. 

260). More recent research has suggested that not all students 

who pursue the attainment of mastery use the same criteria 

(Tuominen-Soini, Salmela-Aro, & Niemivirta, 2008:252). 

Intrinsic criteria, such as, “the feeling of knowing and 

understanding”, seems to be used by some students (mastery-

intrinsic goals). Other students use “grades and feedback” for 

evaluating their level of mastery (mastery-extrinsic) 

(Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008:252-253). Marina S. Lemos et al. 

(2014) say that these mastery-extrinsic goals seem “to lay 

between mastery and performance goals” and propose the 

distinction of at least three performance goal subtypes: simple 

evaluation (“good grades”), ability, and normative 

(“competition”) (p. 2). Those authors conducted a study which 

involved 134 middle school students and 423 high-schoolers, 

all coming from three state-owned schools located in the North 

of Portugal. According to them, data from this study indicated 

that performance goals of the subtype “simple evaluation”, 

that is, goals where the student simply wants “to get good 



grades” (ibid, p. 3) have a nature that is “very similar to 

that of mastery goals”. Also, these goals “will probably not 

show the debilitating effects on students´ motivation and 

achievement that have been associated with other types of 

performance-related goals” (ibid, p. 9). Such a result is of 

paramount importance in the context of this dissertation. It 

may represent an indication that the adoption of a goal-setting 

framework shall not require teachers to completely detach the 

sequence of objectives being elaborated in the context of the 

framework, from school´s formal evaluation process. This 

possibility may make it viable a greater alignment with the 

expectations of the other stakeholders (school, families 

etc.). 

From an educational perspective, the importance of goals 

also lies in the fact that goal-setting is a foundational 

process in the self-regulation of learning, which is defined 

by authors such as Zimmerman (2002) as a “self-directive 

process by which learners transform their mental abilities 

into academic skills” (p. 65). Usher & Pajares (2007) conducted 

a meta-analysis of data collected from 3,670 students in six 

different studies of motivation and found that students´ self-

efficacy for self-regulated learning are strongly and 

positively correlated with student´s orientation towards the 

attainment of goals (p. 454). Schunk & Mullen (2013) studied 

the integration of mentoring with self-regulation and say that 

since “goal-setting triggers self-regulated learning” (p. 



372), the existence of shared goals may ignite the “co-

regulation” of learning within groups of individuals (p. 374). 

According to these authors, when a mentor, over the course of 

a year, works together with a student so to help him or her to 

achieve a sequence of goals (portfolio), teacher regulation 

goes down, and there is an increase in both co-regulation and 

student regulation (ibid, p. 374). It is significant the 

importance of such a result for the research described herein. 

It may properly characterise what happens to the self-

regulation of students as they go thru the sequence of 

“teacher-student” goal-conferences (Schunk, 1990:80) which are 

inevitably promoted by the adoption of a goal-setting 

framework. 

 At the teacher´s side, goals and goal-setting maintain 

close links with the student-centred learning/teaching 

approach (SDT). Elen, Clarebout, Léonard, & Lowyck (2007) say 

that the transition from a teacher-centred to a student-centred 

type of instruction includes goals being increasingly selected 

by the students, not by the teachers (p. 108). These same 

authors say that students associate the existence of “clear 

goals” with “high-quality education” (p. 109). Along the same 

lines, Förster & Souvignier (2014) state that teachers need 

“diagnostic information” on their students´ learning progress 

to be able to provide “individualised instruction”. These 

authors have conducted a study which involved 900 fourth-grade 

students from Germany and state that “engaging students in 



goal-setting might be fruitful to foster motivation” (p. 99). 

However, they highlighted the fact that for goal-setting to be 

beneficial, younger students may need help to reflect upon 

success and failure (p. 99). Moeller, Theiler, & Wu (2012) 

conducted a longitudinal study on the relationship between 

goal-setting and achievement at the classroom level. From 2005 

to 2009 they followed 21 teachers and their 1,273 students. 

The study took place in the State of Nebraska (USA) and 

included 19 state-owned and four local schools. In general 

terms, results indicated a “significant relationship between 

student´s ability to set goals and language achievement in the 

Spanish language classroom” (p. 164). Also, authors say that 

student-centred teaching has positively correlated with higher 

achievement. Also, according to them the personalisation of 

the learning goals may also play and important role in the 

success of goal-setting in the classroom (p. 164). Indeed, 

during the research described herein, we have observed that 

the individualisation of instruction may be somehow induced by 

the implementation of a goal-setting method. In our case, the 

moment a teacher introduced the concept of each student 

defining and pursuing his or her goals, students started to 

demand the teacher to pay more attention to what they were 

doing individually, their ideas, doubts etc. While it is 

unclear at this point whether this observation can be 

generalised to other settings, it would be interesting to 

investigate the extent to which the adoption of goal-setting, 



amongst other things, also brings about a new pedagogy.    

 

Objectives and key results in the classroom 
 

Locke & Latham (2002) state that while goal-setting theory 

focuses typically on motivation related to workplaces, its 

results are reliable across fields if the method is applied 

correctly (p. 714). Perhaps the most visible evidence to 

support the notion that goal-setting frameworks created within 

the organisational field can be, and frequently are, 

successfully used in education, is the case of the “Specific, 

Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-bound (SMART)” 

framework. This methodology was firstly proposed by Doran 

(1981) in a context that was purely business-related (p.35). 

Despite this origin of the SMART framework, Day & Tosey (2011) 

say that in the realm of secondary and 16-19 education in Wales 

and England, whenever the teachers exercise goal-setting, it 

is likely that they are using SMART (p. 515-517). The same 

authors characterise the adoption of a goal-setting framework 

as a way “to facilitate the interaction between student and 

tutor/teacher in an action-planning dialogue” (ibid, p. 516). 

Aghera et al. (2018) conducted a randomised trial to compare 

the use of SMART goals and its methods against the standard 

methodology, in the context of medical education. The RCT 

involved 80 medicine residents (p. 112). Data from the trial 

showed that the use of the framework had increased the number 



of educational actions performed by participants (p. 117). 

On the other hand, Day & Tosey (2011), analysed SMART 

accordingly to the criteria defined in self-regulation theory, 

and conclude that this framework´s manner of use has a variable 

nature and this characteristic allows it to be applied in an 

instrumental way, that is, teachers don´t necessarily “listen 

to learners” (p. 521) when applying SMART. Along the same 

lines, Sull & Sull (2018), say that SMART “ignores the 

importance of discussing goals throughout the year” (p. 2). 

The SMART framework defines what a goal should be but does not 

establish essential practical aspects such as, for example, 

who is responsible for determining everyone´s goals, and the 

level of transparency which should be associated with each 

goal, amongst other elements. 

 The “Objectives and Key Results (OKR)” framework is 

defined by Doerr (2018) as being a “collaborative goal-setting 

protocol for companies, teams and individuals”. The framework 

has a simple structure where objectives represent what the 

individual or group wants to achieve, and key results 

“benchmark and monitor” how objectives are going to be achieved 

(p. 12). Contrary to what happens in the case of SMART, OKR 

can be viewed as being a protocol. That means that the set of 

operational rules which regulate its implementation is also 

part of OKR (see for example Wodtke, 2016:5-7). In this sense, 

OKR can be understood as being a specific format to be used by 

practitioners to encode each goal (objectives + key results) 



combined with the set of rules which define how these encoded 

goals are supposed to be created, assigned, monitored, 

processed, deleted etc. While it is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation to discuss such conceptualization in further 

detail, it is worthwhile outlining some of the rules which are 

part of the OKR protocol: (i) An objective is a single, 

qualitative and inspirational sentence (Wodtke, 2016:5); (ii) 

An individual is supposed to have created at least 50% of the 

OKRs which are assigned to himself; (iii) An objective should 

be stretch (Doerr, 2018:26), having a “50% chance of 

achievement at the time of setting” (Radonic, 2017:30); (iv) 

OKR attainment is not supposed to be directly linked to 

financial rewards (Zhou & He, 2018:321); (v) Key results are 

quantitative metrics or milestones (Sull & Sull, 2018:5); (vi) 

OKRs can and should be tracked, “revised and adapted as 

circumstances dictate” (Doerr, 2018:68); (vii) OKR achievement 

should be public and visible (Doerr, 2018:161); 

When examining some of the OKR rules listed above, it 

becomes clear that much of what is defined resonates well with 

current accounts of self-regulation and self-discipline in 

learning (Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2014:145).  The rule which 

says, for example, that an objective needs to be expressed in 

the form of an “inspirational sentence”, seems to be aligned 

with the notion that “learners need to possess or develop 

supportive, motivational beliefs” (Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 

2014:145). As another example, the rule which establishes that 



OKRs are supposed to be continuously tracked appears to be 

beneficial within the educational context, given that students 

are said to more easily sustain their intentions when they can 

monitor and control their performance (Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 

2014:146). The recommendation that OKRs should not be 

associated with financial rewards may be correlated with the 

widely accepted notion that “mastery goals” correspond to the 

type of achievement goal which causes the most significant 

learning benefit for students (Kaplan & Maehr, 2007:143). In 

this sense, OKR achievement is not supposed to give any extra 

point or grade to students. Also, the rule which says that a 

key result needs to have a number (quantitative) is compatible 

with the observation that performance goals of the subtype 

simple evaluation, which some authors consider to be the “main 

goals pursued by students” (Marina S. Lemos et al., 2014:8), 

and mastery goals of the subtype extrinsic, both include the 

pursuing of “good grades”. Therefore, in practical terms, this 

rule makes it possible the definition of a key result 

containing grades as one of its elements. Finally, the OKR 

rule which says that because “transparency seeds 

collaboration” (Doerr, 2018:49), OKR achievement needs to be 

publicly tracked, seems to be aligned with the notion that the 

existence of “opportunities to receive support from peers” is 

one of the factors which support the enactment of self-

regulated learning (Mykkänen, Perry, & Järvelä, 2015:2). 

Due to all the above, it looks promising the use of OKR 



inside classrooms. The framework, or protocol, seems to address 

a significant number of aspects which are commonly associated 

with recent theories in education. Its successful 

implementation in a classroom may induce a higher level of 

“classroom leadership” (Greenier & Whitehead, 2016:79) amongst 

teachers. 

   

Coaching for teacher leadership in Brazil 
 

 Komives et al. (2018) start their piece on the development 

of leadership by asking: “What kind of leadership is needed 

for a changing world?” (p. 23). Such question and all of its 

variants, have been occupying my mind since my Masters at 

Oxford was half completed, or more specifically since I had 

the opportunity to observe and analyse, in one of my 

assignments, a particular group of teachers from my hometown. 

Those teachers worked for a program, called PEJA (Silva, 

Bonamino, & Ribeiro, 2012), which focuses on educating 

teenagers and adults who were left behind during compulsory 

education. What I have observed was a real tragedy. At that 

time, I was aiming to characterise and model the Subject 

Content Knowledege (Childs & McNicholl, 2007:1630) of 

teachers. In one of these occasions, I observed a Biology class 

in which the teacher was a Biologist and also a PhD candidate 

who was studying “insects” at the Federal University. After 

interviewing her, I thought that it would be safe to assume 



that she knew a lot about her subject. Also, she was a seasoned 

teacher with more than 10 years of classroom experience; 

therefore, according to theories on the expertise of teachers 

(Berliner, 2004a: 207), I considered it very likely that she 

was in possession of at least some Pedagogical Content 

Knowledge (PCL) (Shulman, 1986:9).  

One day, I watched this teacher making students copy 

content from the whiteboard to their notebooks during a four-

hour lesson. She didn´t ask anything nor demonstrated any 

interest in checking for student understanding.   

That lesson observation was a moment of truth for me. 

Since then,  I have been formulating the idea, in different 

forms, that maybe there is an under researched equivalence 

connecting accounts of leadership to the professionalism of 

teachers. In my view, that teacher was thinking in terms of 

“outputs” (tasks; products) not “outcomes” (results; 

benefits). There was no sense of responsibility related to the 

final result produced by the instructions she gave to the group 

of people that she was “leading” at that point. Her atitude 

corresponded, plain and simple, to a lack of classroom 

leadership (Greenier & Whitehead, 2016:79). 

Öqvist & Malmström (2016) say that teachers who maintain 

a lower degree of classroom leadership end up not being 

sufficiently performance-oriented, participatory and 

supportive (p. 374). These authors have conducted a study which 



involved interviewing 35 students. The study aimed to 

understand how teachers´ leadership behaviours influence 

students´ educational motivation. They conclude that 

“teachers´ leadership activates and encourages students´ 

educational motivation” (p. 376). Öqvist & Högström (2018) say 

that is part of the leadership of teachers the capacity to 

“distinguish and highlight technology in childrens´ everyday 

lives” (p. 5). Souza & Batista (2018) conducted a study on the 

relatioship between academic performance and the style of 

leadership of teachers. The study involved 119 students from 

elementary schools located in the State of Parana, South of 

Brazil. These authors indicated a higher prevalence of 

“teachers with an authoritarian leadership style” in the 

perception of the students with the lowest level of academic 

performance.  Greenier & Whitehead (2016) say that teachers 

don´t reflect much on the notion of “classroom leadership”. 

These authors blame teacher educators not to discuss the topic 

with teachers “despite principles of leadership being strongly 

connected to the act of teaching itself” (p. 79). They also 

say that “leadership is manifest in every great teacher”. The 

same authors conducted a study which involved 56 “native 

speaking English teachers”, aiming to correlate these 

teachers´ views on the characteristics of a competent language 

teacher, with same teachers´ views about the principles of 

leadership (ibid, p. 84). The authors indicated that the small 

number of responses explicitly referencing the principles of 



leadership was a function of teachers having a “behaviourist 

view of what teachers do when teaching” (ibid, p. 88). They 

end up saying that the knowledge base of teaching, as it is 

today, don´t help teachers to “excite, inspire and build 

relationships with their students” (ibid, p. 88). Fowler (2018) 

says that the “competency to encouraging autonomy” is one of 

the abilities that a leader should have (p. 188). She states 

that a leader is supposed to “illuminate boundaries, then 

explore choices within those boundaries” (p.188). Katyal & 

Evers (2004) conducted a study in 3 schools located in Hong 

Kong. The study involved 14 teachers, 12 parents and 30 

students (p. 369), and found teacher leadership to be “complex 

and multi-faceted”. These authors say that teachers need to 

exercise a more “holistic form of “pedagogy” due to the new 

realities faced by schools (p. 381). 

As it was briefly described above, the review of the 

literature seems to reveal the existance of a growing number 

of educational researchers who are starting to look at 

teachers´ classroom behaviour thru the lens of leadership. 

Inspired by the notion that “teaching” and “leading” are in 

many ways, equivalent, I structured the OKR pilot that is part 

of this research, as a “leadership coaching” activity. My 

intention was not only to train a teacher on the specifics of 

the OKR method. I aimed to develop her identity as a leader as 

well. 



A recent randomised study conducted by Bruns, Costa, & 

Cunha (2018) has revealed that “expert coaching” was capable 

of producing a “statistically significant 0.25 standard 

deviations increase in time on instruction” (p. 228). “Time on 

instruction” is a mesure of the time spent by the teacher with 

the instructional tasks. In Brazil, this number is low for 

various reasons. No Brazilian teacher is said to average more 

than “66% of class time on instruction” (ibid, p. 215).  This 

study took place in the State of Ceara, Northeast of Brazil, 

and serves as an indication that coaching initiatives are well 

accepted within the local educational system. Kraft & Blazar 

(2017) say that the US is seeing an increase in the number of 

districts which concluded that “teacher coaching” constitutes 

a better alternative in comparison to lectures and short-term 

workshops (p. 1034). These same authors say that the majority 

of coach programs are based on an “individualised feedback 

process” (p. 1036). They also say that the typical structure 

of a coaching process “consists of classroom observations 

followed by targeted feedback” (p. 1036). 

In the context of the OKR pilot, the proposed structure 

included classroom observations (vídeo) but was centred on the 

analysis of the teacher´s discourse. Indeed, Yarborough (2018) 

higlights the similarities between coaching and the 

psychoterapeutic process (p. 50). He adds that different from 

psychoterapy, “coaching tends to focus more on present and 



future states”.  In the practical case, I was interested in 

understanding the reality of the OKR implementation. However, 

I was equally interested in analysing teacher´s interpretation 

of such reality. Because of this, I ended up observing just 

20% of the lessons but discussing and examining together with 

her, 100% of her discourse on what was happening in the OKR 

pilot.  

Altough not explicitly, I based the last part of my 

interaction with the teacher on the first two stages of the 

Leadership Identity Development (LID) model (Komives et al., 

2018:24). The first stage of the LID model is “Awareness” (p. 

25). I found this stage of paramount importance since teachers 

typically don´t see themselves in a leadership position. So, 

the first thing I did was to name the teacher who I was working 

with, the “OKR leader”.  We discussed diferent leadership 

styles during this stage. I asked her about the inspiring 

leaders she had the opportunity to meet in her life. We 

discussed different topics related to leadership but always 

maintained our focus on what was happening in the OKR pilot. 

The second stage of LID is “Exploration/Engagement” (ibid, 

p.25). During this stage, I asked her about the skills and or 

charactheristics that she already had that she considered 

beneficial or detrimental for the success of the OKR pilot. We 

discussed, for example, her tendency to always tell people 

what to do. We debated the compatibility of that kind of action 



with the need to induce students to define their own goals and 

did some role play on Skype to addres that specific issue.  

In general terms, the coaching method seems to be 

appropriate to help teachers implementing OKR and also to 

improve their leadership skills. In the case the OKR pilot 

grows in size, it may be necessary the creation of more 

structured, perhaps web-based, coaching program (Kraft & 

Blazar, 2017: 1034). 

 

 Methodology 
 

 

 

Research questions 
 

Question:  
In what ways and to what extent is a teacher education 

intervention on goal-setting an effective tool to shape 

instruction according to the principles of current educational 

reform? 

 

Sub-questions: 
 

What is the effect of a teacher education intervention on 

goal-setting on teacher´s self-efficacy for student-centred 

teaching? (Quantitative phase) 

 



What do teachers perceive as being the key issues and 

challenges for teachers with no experience with goal-setting 

to learn and efficiently apply the OKR framework? (Qualitative 

phase) 

 

A mixed-methods approach 
 

Johnson & Onwuegbuzie (2004) call pragmatism the 

“philosophical partner of mixed methods research” (p. 16). My 

inclination towards a “practical and outcome-oriented method 

of inquiry that is based on action” (p. 17), perhaps derived 

from my previous identity as a software programmer, explains 

my decision to adopt a mixed methods approach in this research. 

I suspect that a “class of research” which is, in the words of 

those authors, “expansive and creative”, “not limiting”; 

“inclusive”; “pluralistic”; and “complementary” (p. 17), has 

a better chance to make a real contribution to the development 

of education, particularly in developing countries. Along 

these lines, it should be noticed that although the research 

described herein can be said to be predominantly quantitative, 

given that the execution of an RCT has a major role in it, the 

randomised experiment itself can be viewed as a “combination 

of numerous conceptual steps and research procedures” (Mark 

2015:17) some of which having a qualitative nature. Also, as 

it was explained in previous sections, this mixed methods 

research can be formally subdivided into two well-defined 



phases: (i) The experiment; (ii) The OKR pilot; 

 

 

The experiment 
 

As explained above, the first phase of this research can 

be said to be predominantly quantitative. However, Mark (2015) 

states that the definition of the research question is a 

relevant element of what he calls “critical multiplism” (p. 

18). Indeed, the quantitative research question which I aimed 

to answer in this research, that is, “What is the effect of a 

teacher education intervention on goal-setting on teacher´s 

self-efficacy for student-centred teaching?”, was inspired by 

“qualitative observations” (p. 18) which preceded the idea of 

an RCT. Before even thinking about the use of an experiment to 

estimate the impact of an teacher education intervention, I 

had previously noticed, through a set of semi-structured 

interviews which related to previous assignments, that 

secondary teachers in my context where not sufficiently 

“focusing on their students” (Kilday, Lenser, & Miller, 

2016:62) despite their espoused beliefs. Because of this 

observation and drawing from literature which connects 

teachers´ self-efficacy, that is, their “ability beliefs for 

completing a given task” with “classroom practice” (Kilday et 

al., 2016:62), I asked myself whether a teacher education 

intervention on one of the elements commonly associated with 



the “student-centred dialogue with tutors” (Bullock & Wikeley, 

1999:19), that is, goal-setting, would increase, at least 

momentarily, their self-efficacy for more student-centeredness 

in their teaching. The idea of using an RCT sounded like an 

exciting and novel method to try to answer this interrogation.  

RCTs are designed for assessing the extent to which a 

“potential causal variable makes a difference in a possible 

effect variable” (Mark, 2015:15). The former is frequently 

called the “independent variable”, and the latter is regarded 

as the “dependent variable” (Mark, 2015:15). In this research, 

the independent variable was defined as attending a lecture on 

goal-setting. In this case, provided that I was the one 

responsible for giving the lecture and considering that I was 

in full control of its content, it seemed safe to assume that 

my research procedures were in “fact manipulating the 

independent variable construct of interest” and not other 

constructs (Mark, 2015:19). In other words, I intended to run 

a randomised experiment to measure the impact of a lecture on 

goal-setting and, from the perspective of the independent 

variable being what it was supposed to be, this is what I did. 

Therefore, there is not much to say about the lecture itself 

other than stating that it was about the OKR framework (Doerr, 

2018)(Wodtke, 2016). The lecture was about OKR being used in 

a classroom by a computer science teacher (see Appendix A for 

a sample of the slides used in the lecture). Regarding the 

dependent variable, that is, the outcome which I was trying to 



measure, the methodological approach adopted in the research 

requires more detailed consideration. The lecture took place 

in a teacher education centre run by the Estate of Rio de 

Janeiro. The Secretariat of Education invited a total number 

of 32 (thirty-two) secondary teachers. 96.9% of the teachers 

attended the invitation (n = 31). They were told that an 

educational researcher would be given a lecture on goal-setting 

as part of his (mine) research and that their participation 

was 100% optional and would require each of them to provide 

explicit consent and fill a set of questionnaires both before 

and after the lecture. Teachers were equally invited with no 

specific information supplied to any of them. However, for the 

RCT to take place, I had to randomly assign each teacher to 

one of two equally sized groups, Treatment and Control. Each 

of these groups ended up attending the lecture in a different 

moment during the same day. 

Heckman (1991) says that for randomisation to create two 

similar groups which differ only in the fact that one of them 

had access to the treatment, neither “potential applicants” 

nor “program administrators” should be given information about 

the “possibility of randomisation” (p. 16). The requirement 

for participants not knowing that they were selected for the 

Treatment group is simple to understand: there is a risk that 

the methods used to measure the dependent variable end up 

measuring a combination of this variable plus any psychological 



effect caused by knowing that the individual was randomly 

selected to participate in “an experiment” (Scriven, 2008:13). 

The way I dealt with this constraint was by divulging the 

lecture as being a normal teacher education intervention in 

which questionnaires would be used to measure teachers´ content 

assimilation and other related aspects. Indeed, the 

intervention was structurally equivalent to the kind of 

training event those same teachers are used to attend. Finally, 

the second requirement presented by Heckman (1991), which says 

that program administrators should not know that applicants 

are randomly selected to “receive treatment”, does not apply 

in the case of the research described herein since all teachers 

end up attending the lecture. Therefore, there was not an 

incentive for program administrators, in this case just myself, 

to screen more persons from a specific group so to have more 

of these individuals selected for the Treatment group by the 

randomisation process (p. 17).  

RCT´s dependent variable was defined as self-efficacy for 

student-centred teaching. To measure this construct, I used a 

modified version of the “Self-Efficacy for Student-Oriented 

Teaching (SE-SOT)” 12-item questionnaire shown in (Kilday et 

al., 2016: 68). SE-SOT items are presented with “a single item 

stem ‘I am _% certain that I can..’ followed by the 

instructional task” (Kilday et al., 2016:66). Table 1 bellow 

presents the 11-item modified version of SE-SOT (SE-SOT*) used 



in this research. The only modification from the original SE-

SOT is the exclusion of one of the two somewhat similar 

questions related to helping students recognising the value of 

the material.  

  

Table 1 - SE-SOT* questionnaire 

1 I am _ % certain that I can present content that students relate to other subjects 

2 I am _ % certain that I can provide a rationale to make academic tasks relevant 

3 
I am _ % certain that I can recognise students´ thoughts in my explanation of 

learning tasks 

4 
I am _ % certain that I can help students to recognise how the material has 

value for learning 

5 
I am _ % certain that I can create authentic learning opportunities to make 

knowledge relevant 

6 
I am _ % certain that I can help students to monitor their performance 

appropriately 

7 
I am _ % certain that I can help students to identify strategies to support their 

learning 

8 
I am _ % certain that I can model strategies that students can use in other 

classes beyond the academic year 

9 
I am _ % certain that I can assist struggling students in identifying strategies to 

support their learning 



10 
I am _ % certain that I can provide opportunities for students to set their own 

learning goals 

11 
I am _ % certain that I can create opportunities for students to make choices 

about their learning 

 

The essence of an RCT is to be able to compare a “baseline 

measure” (White, 2013:31) of the dependent variable with a 

post-treatment, or, in this case, post-lecture, measurement of 

the same variable. Also, it is a requirement of such an 

experiment the submission of the Control group, that is, those 

who did not receive treatment, to the same post-treatment 

measurement process. Such a task is necessary to produce a 

reliable evaluation of the counter-factual, i.e., an estimate 

of what would have happened should the Treatment group was not 

exposed to treatment (White, 2013:31). However, due to this 

research´s short term, some of these measurements were supposed 

to be separated by just a few minutes. As an example, I wanted 

participants from the Control group to fill the post-lecture 

questionnaire as soon as they left lecture´s room at the very 

beginning of the event, so to avoid “spillovers” (White, 

2013:37). To do that, I had to deal with the fact that I just 

possessed a single questionnaire, SE-SOT*, to measure the 

dependent variable. Therefore, given that it does not make 

sense to ask a teacher to fill the same questionnaire twice in 

such a short time span, I had to find a workaround for the 

problem of constructing two similar but different measuring 



instruments. The way I went about this issue was by creating 

an alternative item stem. In addition to the original “I am _% 

certain that I can..”, I created similar questions with the 

alternative stem “When it comes to being capable of.., I am a 

_ (1-10) teacher”. Also, to prevent differences in teachers´ 

interpretation of the two question formats to affect results, 

I created code (R language) to randomly select, for each item 

of each questionnaire, one of the two forms. By doing this, I 

managed to create two questionnaires containing questions in 

both formats, and teachers ended up participating in two 

equivalent but “apparently” different surveys. Tables 2 and 3, 

bellow, show the final version of each questionnaire used in 

the research. It should be noticed that I did not pilot the 

two questionnaires before using them in the RCT. However, since 

each group, Treatment and Control, ended up answering the two 

questionnaires, and, given the fact that the estimation of the 

average treatment effect includes a “difference of 

differences”, it was not necessary to guarantee the equivalence 

of the two instruments. Whatever the difference between the 

two, this difference equally affected both groups and, in this 

sense, it was cancelled out during the estimation process (See 

Appendix B for a sample of the real questionnaires used in the 

RCT). 

 

 



Table 2 - Pre-lecture questionnaire 

1 I am _ % certain that I can help students to identify strategies to support 

their learning 

2 I am _ % certain that I can model strategies that students can use in other 

classes beyond the academic year 

3 I am _ % certain that I can provide opportunities for students to set their 

own learning goals 

4 I am _ % certain that I can help students to recognise how the material has 

value for learning 

5 I am _ % certain that I can provide a rationale to make academic tasks 

relevant 

6 I am _ % certain that I can create opportunities for students to make 

choices about their learning 

7 I am _ % certain that I can help students to monitor their performance 

appropriately 

8 I am _ % certain that I can assist struggling students in identifying strategies 

to support their learning 

9 When it comes to being capable of presenting content that students relate 

to other subjects, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 

10 When it comes to being capable of creating authentic learning 

opportunities to make knowledge relevant, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 

11 When it comes to being capable of recognising students´ thoughts in my 

explanation of learning tasks, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 

 

Table 3 - Post-lecture questionnaire 

1 I am _ % certain that I can recognise students´ thoughts in my explanation 

of learning tasks 

2 When it comes to being capable of modelling strategies that students can 

use in other classes beyond the academic year, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 



3 When it comes to being capable of helping students to identify strategies to 

support their learning, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 

4 When it comes to being capable of helping students to monitor their 

performance appropriately, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 

5 When it comes to being capable of helping students to recognise how the 

material has value for learning, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 

6 When it comes to being capable of assisting struggling students in 

identifying strategies to support their learning, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 

7 When it comes to being capable of creating opportunities for students to 

make choices about their learning, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 

8 When it comes to being capable of providing opportunities for students to 

set their own learning goals, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 

9 I am _ % certain that I can present content that students relate to other 

subjects 

10 I am _ % certain that I can create authentic learning opportunities to make 

knowledge relevant 

11 When it comes to being capable of providing a rationale to make academic 

tasks relevant, I am a _ (1-10) teacher 

 

As it was mentioned above, 32 secondary teachers were 

invited, and 31 attended the event on February 22nd, 2018. The 

session started with me explaining that I was there to research 

goal-setting as part of my Master's degree at Oxford. I then 

went on to tell that their participation was 100% optional and 

that if anyone decided to leave the room at any moment, he or 

she could do that without giving any explanation. I told them 

that they would be asked to fill two 11-item questionnaires 

and that the confidentiality of the collected data was going 

to be protected by Oxford University´s codes of conduct. Then 



my assistant gathered a signed Letter of Consent from each 

teacher and assigned a number from 1 to 32 to each of them. I 

then asked the whole group of teachers to fill the pre-lecture 

questionnaire shown in Table 2. After everyone had filled the 

survey, I told the remaining 30 participants, for the first 

time, that due to the amount of groupwork I intended to promote 

during the lecture, I had to subdivide the group into two 

halves and should initially give the talk to only 50% of the 

participants. At this point my assistant used a list of 15 

integers, which were previously randomly selected from the 

interval [1-30] (R code) and invited each teacher who was 

assigned to one of those numbers to follow her to the room 

next door so to have coffee and biscuits while waiting for 

their turn to attend the lecture. While my assistant was 

outside having coffee and chatting with those teachers, she 

took the opportunity to ask that group, from now on known as 

the Control group, to fill the post-lecture questionnaire 

(counterfactual). 

Meanwhile, I was in the other room giving the lecture to 

the first group of teachers, the Treatment group. Fifty minutes 

later I ended the talk and groups switched places. Those 

leaving the main room, the Treatment group, were then also 

invited to have coffee and biscuits and were asked by my 

assistant to fill the post-lecture questionnaire before 

leaving premises. I then moved on to giving the same lecture 



on goal-setting to the Control group so to make sure everyone 

had the opportunity to benefit from the same instruction. 

The sequence of steps related to the definition and 

operationalisation of experiment´s dependent and independent 

variables, as described above, is represented in Figure 1 

below. 

After having conducted the operational steps required to 

measure the dependent variable before and after the 

intervention, it was then necessary to analyse data. In general 

terms, it could be a conclusion of such analysis that the 

experiment ended up not revealing a statistically significant 

result. Indeed, one of the most fundamental questions related 

to the execution of an RCT is “How large a sample do I need” 

so to be able to “detect” a meaningful effect (White, 2013:38). 

An experiment´s sample size needs to be sufficiently big to 

make differences occurring “by chance” to be rare (Stokes, 

2014:180). At the same time, the number of participants should 

not be “larger than necessary” so as not to waste resources 

(Stokes, 2014:180). In this respect, it needs to be noticed 

that the experiment described herein was designed with the 

intention to have it inserted into an existent teacher 

education program to produce evidence on the effectiveness of 

an intervention which is already part or will be made part of 

such a program. 

 



 

 

Figure 1 – RCT´s flow diagram 

 



Therefore, in such conditions, the size of the sample end 

up being limited to the size of the program´s cohort. Should 

this size ends up being smaller than necessary to make it 

statistically significant the observed differences (Stokes, 

2014:180), that is, in the case the “power” (Cook & Hatala, 

2015:74) of the experiment ends up being small, the same 

experiment needs to be repeated with different cohorts. 

Conveniently, meta-analysis can be used to combine results 

from a sequence of “low powered” experiments, to increase power 

(Duflo, Glennerster, & Kremer, 2007:3928). At the same time, 

the characteristics of the experiment described herein do allow 

for the “taking of repeated measures of outcomes” to “obtain 

more precise estimates of effects” (McKenzie, 2012:2010). 

Indeed, this study was intentionally designed to measure the 

effect of an intervention which was going to be offered to 

teachers as part of an ongoing teacher education program, 

regardless of the existence of the RCT. Because of this, it 

seems safe to assume that an RCT of this kind could be 

“embedded” into the program and repeated in multiple years so 

to, at a little cost, circumnavigate the sample size issue.    

Due to the explained above, this research´s data analysis 

treated the sample size, and therefore, the statistical power 

of the experiment, as given data. However, it should be noticed 

that showing the “observed power” that is, reporting a post-

hoc power analysis based on actual sample size (30) and 



experiment´s outcome, is useless due to statistical reasons 

which are well beyond the scope of this dissertation (Hoenig 

& Heisey, 2001:20). Instead of doing this, I limited myself to 

showing in the findings how probable it was for the experiment 

to not detect a large enough effect in the case there was one, 

provided that the sample size was what it had to be. Also for 

illustrative purposes, it will be presented what would be the 

recommended sample size, should we wanted to set the 

experiment´s minimum power at 80% (Cook & Hatala, 2015:74). 

The metric used to present results was the “Standardized Mean 

Difference (SMD)” because it facilitates the comparison of 

results across studies (Cook & Hatala, 2015:74). Lastly, it 

must be said that the guidelines described by Schulz, Altman, 

Moher, & Group (2010) were followed to report results (p. 727) 

whenever applicable.  

 

The OKR pilot 
 

The second and qualitative phase of this research relates 

to the study of a real attempt to implement OKR in the 

classroom. It aimed to understand the extent to which it would 

be possible for a secondary teacher, with no previous 

experience with the topic, to ignite and lead a new goal-

setting process via the use of the OKR framework. Also, it 

intended to observe whether the implementation of OKR would 

induce teachers to assume the role of a leader, as defined in 



the Introduction. The methodology employed in this qualitative 

phase almost required my insertion into the subject of study. 

Indeed, the novelty associated with the use of OKR in the 

classroom, that is, the fact that there was no previous 

experience from which I could draw practical information, 

obliged me to collaborate with the teacher who was piloting 

the framework closely. In this sense, it can be said that there 

was a lot of “co-creation” taking place during this phase. 

Therefore, it seemed virtually impossible to differentiate in 

this teacher´s discourse, what was “her” voice from what was 

“our” voice. Having said that, I am cognizant of the risk that 

qualitative research, especially when it uses none of the 

devices which are commonly adopted by quantitative researchers 

to control bias, ends up becoming what Thirsk & Clark (2017) 

call “just well-composed rhetoric of a well-meaning, but 

biased, researcher’s opinion” (p. 4). In this regard, it seems 

prudent to recommend that the qualitative method utilised in 

this research should be understood as being just a “pragmatic 

constructivist” case study (Harrison, Birks, Franklin, & 

Mills, 2017:10). As such, it aimed to produce nothing more 

than a “rich, holistic description that illuminates one´s 

understanding” (Harrison et al., 2017:10) of an OKR 

implementation within a Brazilian secondary classroom. 

Regarding the risk of bias in qualitative research, Galdas 

(2017) says that whoever carries out this type of study is “an 



integral part of the process and the final product, and 

separation from this is neither possible nor desirable” (p. 

2). In this sense, other than claiming that this qualitative 

work “reflects objective, opinion-free neutrality” (ibid, 

p.2), I adopted a critically reflective stance on my own 

preconceptions and focus (ibid, p.2) and maintained 

“methodological coherence”, as defined in (Morse, Barrett, 

Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002:18). 

The research question which is associated to this 

qualitative phase is “What do teachers perceive as being the 

key issues and challenges for teachers with no experience with 

goal-setting to learn and efficiently apply the OKR 

framework?”. To be able to offer an answer to this question, 

I asked the Secretariat of Education to send an email to the 

teachers who have attended the lecture on goal-setting, 

inquiring whether any of them would be interested in working 

with me to pilot the implementation of OKR in her or his 

classroom. Almost immediately, a 48-year old English as a 

Foreign Language (EFL) teacher, Karen (her real name was 

omitted to maintain confidentiality), replied to the email 

saying that she not only wanted to participate but was already 

trying to apply some of the concepts which I talked about 

during the lecture. The first of my encounters, from this point 

on called “sessions”, with Karen, happened at the same teacher 

education centre where the OKR lecture took place. Further 



sessions were conducted mainly via Skype to reduce costs. Each 

session had the following three-part structure: (i) Framework; 

(ii) Status; (iii) Next steps;    

 

Session part #1 - Framework 
 

A typical session used to start with me presenting an OKR-

related concept, such as, for example, “OKRs are used to focus 

a group or individual on a bold goal” (Wodtke, 2015:4). In 

this case, after I finished presenting the concept, the session 

then assumed the characteristics of an open discussion in which 

Karen and I debated the notion of “a bold goal” applied to the 

task of inducing students to define their own goals about a 

certain topic of the curriculum. Many questions used to arise. 

Is being “bold” equivalent to being “difficult”? Is the notion 

of a “bold goal” supposed to vary as the student progresses 

through the year? How is a teacher (leader) supposed to 

communicate the fact that she expects an increasing level of 

“boldness” as students go from goal conference to goal 

conference? As it can be inferred from this list of questions, 

Karen and I have collaborated to adapt OKR, a framework which 

has its roots in the organisational field, to the classroom 

context. By acting this way, I ended up finding myself deeply 

involved with the process which I was aiming to study. However, 

the opportunity to co-create a new version of the OKR framework 

has given me the chance to witness a form of teacher growth 



which appears to be under researched in teacher education: 

teachers´ acquisition of instructional leadership skills 

(Öqvist & Malmström, 2018:159). Excerpts from these rather 

rich discussions were extracted. I consider them to 

characterise some of Karen´s main points of concern regarding 

the adaptation of OKR to and educational setting. A sample of 

these fragments is presented and discussed in the Findings.     

        

Session part #2 - Status 
 

After debating the OKR “topic of the week” as described 

above, Karen and I used to move on to examining the status of 

the OKR implementation in her classroom. From a methodological 

standpoint, this gave me the opportunity to identify some of 

the hurdles which the “average teacher” would probably face 

when engaging with a real project. We discussed ways to 

circumnavigate every obstacle, which means that more than often 

the evolution of her practical work has counted on my input as 

a supervisor. It was possible to identify a small set of areas 

which need to be prioritised in further initiatives. These 

areas corresponded to roughly 80% of the issues and will be 

described in the findings. 

 

 



Session part #3 - Next steps 
 

I decided not to use OKR to supervise the teacher who was 

working with me in this study. One of the most prominent 

features of the original framework is its ability to “cascade” 

(Doerr, 2018:13), which means that, for example, managers´ 

OKRs may depend on the OKRs of employees. This feature 

signifies that OKR has the potential to be used as a unified 

language to talk about goals within an organisation or school. 

Due to this characteristic, I could have asked Karen to assign 

OKRs to herself so to better structure her attempt to adopt 

the framework. However, the novelty of the subject and a 

perception that perhaps the interaction “supervisor-teacher” 

would be different from the interaction “teacher-student” 

which we were struggling to characterise, made me decide not 

to explore the possibility to “model” in myself the behaviour 

which I was trying to induce Karen to assume. In this regard, 

without necessarily adopting any framework to define future 

goals, sessions used to end by the teacher and I merely 

planning for the next steps. 

    

Scaling up        
      

Karen was not the only teacher who worked with me in this 

study. Motivated by the results that she managed to achieve 

with her initial implementation, she took the initiative to 



contact one of her colleagues, Gisele (real name omitted to 

maintain confidentiality), a 40-year old secondary science 

teacher. With an unexpected level of enthusiasm, Karen “sold” 

the OKR concept to Gisele by emphasising that, in her view, 

the OKR framework facilitates assessment. Indeed, assessment 

facilitation was a significant thing in the opinion of Karen. 

A comprehensive description of this aspect will be done in the 

Findings. The methodology used with Gisele was the same used 

with Karen, as described above. Due to time constraints, the 

description of my work with Gisele was left for future work.  

 

Ethics 
 

Because of the ethical issues that may arise as a result 

of this research, a CUREC form explaining the ethical measures 

which I have taken was completed. Data collection has started 

after I have received ethical approval. The 30 participants of 

the RCT described herein have granted written consent from an 

informed position. The teacher who was involved with the OKR 

pilot was one of these RCT´s participants. I did not ask her 

to sign a second consent form before initiating the pilot. She 

was told that the totality of my interaction with her during 

the pilot was being analysed as part of the work related to 

this dissertation. To this day, I have not received any 

complaint from her nor any of the other RCT participants. Due 

to confidentiality reasons and file size, just a small sample 



of the signed consent forms are shown in Appendix C. Originals 

will be safely preserved for future access.   

RCT participants were fully briefed before the beginning 

of the experiment and were told that their participation was 

100% optional. In fact, after the briefing one of the teachers 

decided that she did not want to participate and left the room 

without having to disclose any motive.  

I recognise that the ethical aspects of RCTs in the social 

sciences are controversial in many forms. However, most of the 

criticism goes in the direction of saying that it is unethical 

to offer to just a portion of a population, treatment that is 

known to be or supposed to be beneficial (e.g. “The experiment 

aims to provide credible evidence for the effectiveness of the 

parachute. Half of you will be randomly selected to jump 

without one for us to observe the counterfactual.”). In the 

case of the RCT described herein, both groups attended the 

same lecture on the same day. Therefore, the ethical issue 

described above does not seem to apply in this case.  

However, a second ethical aspect which is undoubtedly 

more subtle comes from the need or desire to make the RCT 

entirely blind (Scriven, 2008:13). Ideally, participants 

should not know whether they are receiving treatment while 

other people are not. The problem is that in experiments of 

this type, participants end up knowing this “because they have 

been told it in order to meet local interpretations of 



constraints on the use of human subjects” (Scriven, 2008:13). 

The way I dealt with this problem leveraged on the symmetrical 

aspect of the experiment, that is, the fact that everybody 

ended up receiving treatment on the same day. Because of this 

characteristic, I decided to not disclose, before the end of 

the experiment, information on who was part of Control and who 

was part of the Treatment group. I decided to do so under the 

straightforward interpretation of what says the “Ethical 

Guidelines for Educational Research” document which is 

published by the British Educational Research Association. 

Exercpt bellow shows what this document says in regards to the 

“Openness and Disclosure” principle (British Educational 

Research Association, 2011:6):   

The securing of participants’ voluntary informed 

consent, before research gets underway, is considered 

the norm for the conduct of research. Researchers must, 

therefore, avoid deception or subterfuge unless their 

research design specifically requires it to ensure 

that the appropriate data is collected or that the 

welfare of the researchers is not put in jeopardy. 

 

 Given that the omitted information caused absolutely no 

impact on any participant and provided my research design (RCT) 

required this minor degree of blindness to ensure that the 

appropriate data was collected, I claim that my decision did 

not harm my full compliance with the BERA guidelines (British 

Educational Research Association, 2011). 

 



 

Findings 
 

 Wisdom, Cavaleri, Onwuegbuzie, & Green (2012) say that 

mixed methods may be an adequate approach when data generated 

by either quantitative or qualitative analysis does not 

sufficiently illuminate the topic so to allow for a proper 

understanding (p. 722). In the case of the research described 

herein, the primary objective was to investigate the use of a 

goal-setting framework as a tool to change teacher behaviour 

in such a way that teachers become more capable of positively 

affecting student´s motivation and engagement. As we have seen 

in previous sections, from a teacher education perspective, 

such a goal could be divided into two separate objectives. 

Firstly, it was considered essential to know whether a typical 

intervention on the topic was capable of winning teachers´ 

“hearts and minds” in such a way that we were able to measure 

an impact in their set of beliefs. Secondly, I considered it 

crucial for the acceptance of the method as a viable 

alternative, the assessment of the effort which corresponds to 

teachers trying to use the framework for the first time. The 

combination of these two different objectives made a clear 

indication towards the use of a mixed-methods approach. 

Detecting a “difference” in beliefs was properly addressed by 

an RCT, a quantitative method. At the same time, the 

description of the difficulties associated with implementing 



OKR was structured as a “narrative case study”, a well-known 

qualitative research method (Brandell & Varkas, 2001:294). 

Also, it should be mentioned that authors such as Wisdom et 

al. (2012), consider it of paramount importance that “reports 

from mixed methods studies transparently discuss the 

methodological components integral to the conduct of studies” 

(p. 722). Because of this, the lines below will present the 

findings from each phase of this research, quantitative and 

qualitative, in accordance to the guidelines which are commonly 

regarded as “standard” in each of the two situations. Although 

the two phases involved the same population of participants 

and corresponded to the same study, I decided to leave, for 

the sake of rigorousness, any connection between the two phases 

to be discussed in the Conclusions.       

 

A Randomised Controlled Trial 
 

Researchers from the biomedical field have developed a set 

of guidelines related to the reporting of RCTs in their 

research area (Grant et al., 2013:596). These guidelines, 

published by the CONSORT group (www.consort-statement.org), 

have not been fully adopted by many social researchers, amongst 

other reasons because the recommendations “may not be wholly 

adequate for social and psychological interventions in their 

current form” (Grant et al., 2013:596). Luckily, “a 



collaboration of the Centre for Evidence Based Intervention at 

the University of Oxford, the Centre for Outcomes Research and 

Effectiveness at the University College London, and the 

Institute of Child Care Research at Queen´s University Belfast, 

in association with the CONSORT group”, has developed a CONSORT 

extension for social and psychological interventions, called 

CONSORT-SPI (Grant et al., 2018:2). This extension is supposed 

to become the “de facto” standard in reporting trials within 

the social sciences arena. 

Motivated by the above, the lines bellow present the 

results of the RCT contained in this research in a way that is 

entirely complaint with the CONSORT-SPI 2018 guidelines (Grant 

et al., 2018:11-13).    

 

Participant flow 
 

A heterogeneous group of seasoned secondary teachers (n = 

32) was invited via email by the Secretariat of Education of 

the Estate of Rio de Janeiro to attend a teacher education 

session on “goal-setting” which was scheduled to take place on 

February, 22nd, 2018. The session happened within a state-

owned teacher education centre. All teachers but one attended 

the event (non-enrolment rate = 3.13%). Once within premises, 

these teachers, now called “participants”, were briefed 

regarding the objectives of the session, ethical aspects, and 



regarding the fact that the group was about to be subdivided 

into two halves so to facilitate group-work. Participants were 

told that all of them were guaranteed to attend the lecture 

during that same day and were asked to give explicit consent. 

Thirty participants (attrition rate = 3.22%) ended up giving 

consent. Those participants were then randomised to create two 

sub-groups: Treatment (n = 15; 50.0%) and Control (n = 15; 

50.0%)  

 

Recruitment and schedule 
 

Recruitment happened in February 2018 (email invitation). 

All other activities of the trial took place on a single day 

(February 22nd, 2018). On that day, after the initial briefing, 

consent sough and randomisation stages (20 minutes), 

participants from the two sub-groups were asked to fill up a 

questionnaire so to provide baseline data (10 minutes). The 

“intervention” was a lecture on goal-setting (50 minutes). 

While the Treatment group was receiving the intervention, the 

Control group was outside the room filling up the endline 

questionnaire and waiting for its turn to receive the treatment 

(see the Methodology section). At the end of the first lecture, 

sub-groups switched places and then the Treatment group was 

invited to fill the endline questionnaire outside the room. 

The Control group at this point received the intervention to 

guarantee that every participant had access to the same content 



on the same day. The long-term follow up of the two groups is 

not an element in this research. The trial ended as planned as 

soon as the Control group finished attending the lecture. 

 

Baseline data 
 

In addition to the questions contained in the baseline and 

endline questionnaires (see Methodology) only a small set of 

characteristics were measured. Unfortunately, no socio-

economic or inequality-related information was collected. 

Table 4 below summarises all data collected at baseline. 

 

Table 4 – Baseline Characteristics 

 Overall Treatment (T) Control (C) 

Average age 43.0 

(6.76) 

41.47 

(7.07) 

44.53 

(6.31) 

Average teaching experience1 12.5 

(3.56) 

11.53 

(3.34) 

13.47 

(3.62) 

Average sex (female = 1; male = 

0) 

0.73 

(0.45) 

0.6 

(0.51) 

0.87 

(0.35) 

Number of teachers 30 15 15 

1. Teaching experience corresponds to secondary school only 

 

It should be noticed that the table above does not show 

any statistical test related to the significance of the 

differences at baseline (ex: p-value). Such absence is due to 

a recommendation contained in CONSORT-SPI 2018 which says that 



any difference at baseline happens by chance. Therefore it is 

illogical to provide what significance tests offer in this 

case. (Grant et al., 2018:12). What is considered relevant 

accordingly to CONSORT, is whether the size of the observed 

imbalances, for example, the 1.94 difference on the average 

teaching experience between the Treatment and Control groups, 

is of “prognostic importance” (Altman, 1985:126). In fact, 

according to Altman (1985), “imbalance in a baseline variable 

is only potentially important” when “that variable is related 

to the outcome variable” (p. 128). When we take the average 

teaching experience variable as an example, the question then 

becomes whether a 1.94-year difference (see Table 4, row 4) in 

this variable may affect, in practical terms, the comparability 

of the two groups. Altman (1985) says that to answer this 

question, “subjective assessment is preferable to significance 

testing, but requires prior knowledge of the prognostic 

importance of the variables being compared” (p. 130). Along 

these lines and sticking to the “Average teaching experience” 

variable example, we may leverage on, for example, the “five-

stage theory” described by Berliner (2004), to identify the 

development stage in which the vast majority of this study´s 

participants are very likely to be. With a high probability, 

a teacher who has 11 years of classroom experience is at the 

“Competent” stage, at least (Berliner, 2004:207). From this 

stage on teachers are said to be able to “make conscious 

choices about what they are going to do”, “set priorities” and 



“decide on plans” (Berliner, 2004:207). Saying it differently, 

from this moment on teachers can “determine what is and what 

is not important” (Berliner, 2004:207). Also, the theory says 

that after the Competent stage, the further development of the 

teacher brings primarily speed, fluidness and flexibility to 

his or her behaviour (Berliner, 2004:207). Leveraging on this 

theory, I consider it safe to claim that, above the 11-year 

threshold, it is unlikely that a 1.94-year difference in 

average classroom experience would significantly change the 

effect of a lecture on teachers´ average self-efficacy for 

student-centeredness teaching, the outcome of interest. The 

intervention is frugal, and teachers´ pedagogical orientations 

and choices are supposed to be already solidified at that 

stage. 

A similar analysis can be undertaken about the other 

variables measured at baseline and shown in Table 4. Indeed, 

it looks even safer to subjectively accept, in what relates to 

self-efficacy for student-centred teaching”, that those 

imbalances in “Average sex” (0.27) and “Average age” (3.03) 

have an even lower probability of harming the comparability of 

the two groups. One way or the other, it should be emphasised 

that differences at baseline, should we conclude that they 

have the potential to impact the “internal validity” of the 

RCT negatively, can be “controlled for” by quantitative 

techniques, such as multivariate analysis. (Duflo, 



Glennerster, & Kremer, 2007:3949). For simplicity, these 

methods were not used in this study´s case. Table 5 bellow 

shows measures of the outcome of interest at baseline. Both 

groups, Treatment and Control, answered the same questionnaire 

(see Methodology) before the Control group leaving lecture´s 

room. Numbers in Table 5 represent average levels of self-

efficacy, which were normalised to the interval [0,1]. The 

corresponding standard deviation is shown between parentheses.    

 

Table 5 – Level of self-efficacy at baseline 

    Overall 

Mean 

(SD) 

Treatment (T) 

Mean 

(SD) 

Control (C) 

Mean 

(SD) 

Helping students to 

identify strategies to 

support their own 

learning 

0.695 

(0.201) 

0.693 

(0.239) 

0.697 

(0.163) 

Modelling strategies that 

students can use beyond 

the academic year 

0.708 

(0.198) 

0.697 

(0.232) 

0.720 

(0.166) 

Providing opportunities 

for students to set goals 

 

0.729 

(0.199) 

 

0.724 

(0.225) 

 

0.733 

(0.176) 

Helping students to 

recognise the value of 

the material 

0.732 

(0.179) 

0.731 

(0.216) 

0.733 

(0.140) 

Providing a rationale to 

make academic tasks 

relevant 

0.756 

(0.203) 

0.715 

(0.243) 

 

0.797 

(0.152) 

 



Creating opportunities 

for students to make  

choices about their 

learning 

0.695 

(0.175) 

0.703 

(0.203) 

0.687 

(0.149) 

Helping students to 

monitor their performance 

appropriately 

0.794 

(0.166) 

0.815 

(0.200) 

0.773 

(0.128) 

Assisting struggling 

students in identifying 

strategies to support 

their learning 

0.700 

(0.191) 

0.714 

(0.203) 

0.687 

(0.185) 

Presenting content that 

students relate to other 

subjects 

0.793 

(0.152) 

0.767 

(0.187) 

0.820 

(0.108) 

Creating authentic 

learning opportunities to 

make knowledge relevant 

0.798 

(0.166) 

0.753 

(0.202) 

0.843 

(0.108) 

Recognizing students’ 

thoughts in the 

explanation of learning 

tasks 

0.812 

(0.176) 

0.777 

(0.207) 

0.847 

(0.136) 

Global (Mean of Averages)  

 

0.747 

(0.046) 

 

 

0.735 

(0.038) 

 

 

0.758 

(0.061) 

 

 

Outcomes and estimation 
 

As it was described in the Methodology section, while the 

Treatment group was attending the lecture, Control group 

participants were asked to fill the “endline questionnaire” to 

allow for the observation of the “counterfactual”, that is, to 



provide an estimation of what happens, “in expectation”, when 

teachers are not exposed to the intervention (Duflo et al., 

2007:3899). The Treatment group then finished attending the 

lecture and subsequently filled up the same questionnaire. 

Table 6 bellow presents the average differences of the type 

“endline - baseline”, obtained from the answers given by the 

two gr oups, together with the standard deviation. The 95% 

confidence interval represents precision. The “Average 

Treatment Effect (ATE)” is estimated for each item and is 

represented both as a “mean difference (MD)” and a 

“standardised mean difference (SMD)” (Takeshima et al., 

2014:1). P-values were calculated regarding the NULL 

hypothesis (ATE = 0).  

 

Table 6 – Change in the level of self-efficacy (endline minus baseline) 

 

Treatment (T)  

Mean 

(95% CI) 

(SD) 

Control (C) 

Mean 

(95% CI) 

(SD)  

ATE 

 MD 

(95% CI)1 

SMD 

p value 

(ATE = 

0)2 

Helping students to 

identify strategies 

to support their 

own learning 

 

0.104 

(0.014, 0.194) 

(0.162) 

 

 

0.043 

(-0.033, 0.119) 

(0.137)  

 

      

      0.061  

  (-0.014, 0.135) 

0.3033 

 

 

 

.102 



Modelling 

strategies that 

students can use 

beyond the academic 

year 

0.100 

(0.008, 0.192) 

(0.166) 

 

0.047 

(-0.042, 0.135) 

(0.160) 

 

  

0.053  

(-0.021, 0.128) 

0.268 

 

 

 

.146 

Providing 

opportunities for 

students to set 

goals 

0.053 

(-0.045, 0.150) 

(0.176) 

0.010 

(-0.046, 0.066) 

(0.100) 

0.043  

(-0.060, 0.146) 

0.211 

 

.391 

Helping students to 

recognise the value 

of the material 

0.059 

(-0.019, 0.138) 

(0.142) 

0.017 

(-0.042, 0.076) 

(0.106) 

0.042 

(-0.062, 0.147) 

0.235 

 

.396 

Providing a 

rationale to make 

academic tasks 

relevant 

0.103 

(-0.000, 0.205) 

(0.185) 

0.013 

(-0.028, 0.054) 

(0.074) 

 

0.090 

(-0.039, 0.218) 

0.443 

 

 

 

.159 

Creating 

opportunities for 

students to make 

choices about their 

learning 

0.043 

(-0.040, 0.127) 

(0.151) 

0.080 

(0.033, 0.127) 

(0.084) 

-0.037 

(-0.135, 0.062) 

-0.211 

.438 

Helping students to 

monitor their 

performance 

appropriately 

    -0.049 

(-0.139, 0.042) 

(0.164) 

0.030 

(-0.009, 0.069) 

(0.070) 

     -0.079 

  (-0.175, 0.017) 

     -0.476 

 

 

.101 

Assisting 

struggling students 

in identifying 

strategies to 

support their 

learning 

0.099 

(0.030, 0.168) 

(0.125) 

0.060 

(-0.002, 0.122) 

(0.112) 

0.039 

(-0.043, 0.121) 

0.204 

 

 

.321 



Presenting content 

that students 

relate to other 

subjects 

-0.014 

(-0.085, 0.057) 

(0.128) 

-0.041 

(-0.109, 0.027) 

(0.123) 

0.027 

(-0.078, 0.133) 

0.178 

 

.587 

Creating authentic 

learning 

opportunities to 

make knowledge 

relevant 

0.001 

(-0.069, 0.070) 

(0.126) 

-0.073 

(-0.153, 0.006) 

(0.144) 

0.074 

(-0.040, 0.188) 

0.446 

 

 

.187 

Recognizing 

students’ thoughts 

in the explanation 

of learning tasks 

 

-0.033 

(-0.108, 0.042) 

(0.136) 

 

-0.020 

(-0.083, 0.043) 

(0.115) 

 

-0.013 

(-0.102, 0.076) 

-0.074 

 

 

.753 

Global (Mean of 

Averages) 

0.042 

(0.004, 0.081) 

(0.058) 

0.015 

(-0.015, 0.045) 

(0.045) 

       0.027 

(-0.007, 0.061) 

0.1484 

 

.104 

 

(1) Confidence intervals were computed using the “ci()” function which is 

part of the “gmodels” package in R. 

(2) P values were calculated using the R function “t.test()”, and default 

parameters. 

(3) SMD numbers were calculated by dividing each MD by the standard deviation 

observed at baseline. 

(4) Contrary to the other items, this SMD was calculated by dividing the 

average ATE (MD) by the “average standard deviation” observed at 

baseline. I 

 

Availability of trial data 
 

Raw data collected during this experiment was made publicly 

available and can be downloaded from 

https://doi.org/10.5287/bodleian:5Rjwgd8nV. 

 



Limitations 
 

The most apparent limitation of the RCT described in this 

dissertation was the sample size, which was restricted by a 

“real world” constrain, as it sometimes happens with RCTs. In 

this study, the number of teachers invited by the Secretariat 

of Education circumscribed the number of participants to 32. 

As it was seen before, Treatment and Control groups ended up 

with 15 members each, which made it not possible the rejection 

of the NULL hypothesis (ATE = 0) with the probability that the 

industry normally accepts as a minimum: 0.80 (Cook & Hatala, 

2015:74)). This insufficiency of “statistical power” (Cook & 

Hatala, 2015:74) happened even when the item´s estimated ATE 

was the largest in module: 0.476 standard deviations (see Table 

6, row 8). In fact, a sample size calculation done with the 

help of the “pwr.p.test” R function indicated that 35 teachers 

(not only 15) would be necessary for each group to bring 

“enough” statistical power to the experiment when the effect 

size is this big (0.476 stdev), all other things being equal. 

The case for the smaller observed effects is even more 

unfavourable.  

The issue mentioned above also relates to the magnitude of 

the p-values shown in Table 6. Commonly, only values <.05 are 

perceived as being indicators of statistical significance 

(Palesch, 2014:1). None of the p-values shown in Table 6 

satisfies this criterion. While it is beyond the scope of this 



dissertation to detail the problems associated with equating 

“p<.05 with statistical significance” (Palesch, 2014:2), the 

cautious reader should have in mind that a p-value is also a 

function of the sample size. Saying it differently, “you can 

make the p-value as small as you can afford” (Demidenko, 

2016:33), that is, “with a large enough sample, n, the NULL 

hypothesis will always be rejected” (Demidenko, 2016:33). 

Along these lines, it makes little sense to conclude that 

merely because p-values are greater than .05, the 

interpretation of this experiments´ results is of no value. In 

this respect, the American Statistical Association (ASA) 

recently issued a statement which says: “a relatively large p-

value does not imply evidence in favour of the NULL hypothesis” 

(Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016:132).  

Also, the p-values shown in Table 6 do provide an intuition 

regarding the likelihood of observing an ATE “as extreme or 

more extreme” than the one estimated for that type of self-

efficacy, in a situation where the “real” ATE is inexistent 

(Palesch, 2014:2). In this sense, given that the sample size 

was kept fixed amongst the questions of the questionnaires, 

the lower the p-value, the more unlikely it would be the 

estimation of the corresponding ATE if the intervention 

(treatment) has caused no effect. This notion, combined with 

the actual size of the estimated ATE in standard deviations, 

allows for the identification of the types of self-efficacy to 



which the intervention was probably able to produce the most 

“salient” effects. Attempts to interpret experiments´ results 

may then prioritise those cases.         

 

Generalisability 
 

The generalisability of this experiments´ results depends 

upon what Cartwright & Hardie (2017) call “support factors” 

(p. 273). In this regard, it should be understood that the 

structure of the experiment described herein was designed to 

be imbedded into an existent teacher education program so to 

provide evidence of its elements´ effectiveness. Therefore, it 

seems safe to assume that the support factors which made it 

possible for this intervention to produce an effect, will also 

be in place next time the same intervention is executed within 

the same program. Indeed, the more the experiment is repeated 

with different groups of teachers, the higher our ability to 

predict what is going to happen when we intervene.    

 

Interpretation 
 

Cohen (1990) famously stated that “the primary product of 

a research inquiry is one or more measures of effect size, not 

p-values” (p. 1310). Also, he said that “a successful piece of 

research doesn´t conclusively settle an issue, it just makes 

some theoretical proposition to some degree more likely” (p. 



1310). Having this position in mind, and given the fact that 

all estimated ATEs shown in Table 5 failed to cross the “p<.05 

cliff” gap (Cohen, 1990:1311), I considered it more adequate 

to offer here an attempt to interpret only the result which 

surprised me the most. My lecture on OKR ended up reducing by 

almost 0.5 standard deviations teachers´ self-efficacy for 

helping students to monitor their performance (see Table 6, 

row 9). This item´s ATE (-0.476) was the largest in magnitude 

and the one with the smallest p-value (.101).  

At this point, I consider it easy for the diligent reader 

to imagine why I found it surprising the result mentioned 

above. Indeed, goal-setting in the classroom is commonly 

associated with students, in different degrees, self-

regulating their learning (Pintrich, 1995:6; Zimmerman, 

2002:65; Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2014:145). At the same time, 

the ability to self-monitor one´s performance is considered to 

be a foundational process in self-regulation (Huh & Reigeluth, 

2017:199). Accordingly to Zimmerman & Kitsantas (2014), goals 

“enable learners to create self-oriented feedback loops to 

monitor their effectiveness and to adapt their functioning” 

(p. 145). Because of the above, I was convinced at first that 

teaching teachers the fundamentals of a modern goal-setting 

framework would raise, not reduce, their self-efficacy for 

helping students to monitor their performance.  



After reflecting upon a set of potential causes of this 

unexpected result, and assuming that data was rightly 

manipulated, I came up with an explanation which is at this 

point purely speculative since the estimated ATE was not 

statistically significant. I believe that it is worthwhile 

further investigating, in a different opportunity, whether 

this large negative ATE was the result of the lecture on OKR, 

the intervention, functioning as a “wake up call” regarding 

what those teachers were doing to help students to evaluate 

their performance. Saying it differently, I guess those 

teachers did not know how far they were from being able to 

foster more self-regulation in their students. As a possible 

indication of this perception-reality gap, we have the fact 

that this type of self-efficacy was the one to present the 

highest level at baseline (see Table 5, row 9). In this regard, 

it seems to me that my colleagues got frustrated when it became 

evident that they were not as capable as they thought they 

were. I considered it possible that this frustration might 

have over-reduced their self-efficacy at endline. While it is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation to further explore this 

phenomenon, I believe that this decrease in self-efficacy just 

after a teacher education intervention, if verified to happen 

in other occasions, is something that teacher educators should 

understand in greater detail.  



Finally, it must be emphasised that the proposition 

described above is just one possibility amongst many. The 

repetition of this experiment is perhaps the right way to make 

it more likely or refute it entirely.   

 

A narrative case study of OKR in the classroom 
 

Flyvbjerg (2006) says that accordingly to the 

“conventional wisdom of case-study research” this methodology 

is only useful at “the preliminary stages of an investigation” 

(p. 220).  At the heart of such notion, he states, there is a 

common misunderstanding which says that “general, theoretical 

(context-independent) knowledge is more valuable than 

concrete, practical (context-dependent) knowledge” (p. 221). 

Notwithstanding this notion, it is widely known that expert 

teachers, for example, operate “on the basis of intimate 

knowledge of several thousand concrete cases” (ibid, p.222). 

The knowledge in possession of teachers becomes so intimate as 

time goes by that ends up amalgamating with practice and 

forming what some authors call “gestalts” (Korthagen & Kessels, 

1999:13). These elements are said to influence teachers´ 

“split-second behaviour” (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999:13) and 

can hardly be changed by the simple acquisition of context-

independent knowledge. Flyvbjerg (2006), summarises his 

argument in favour of context-dependent knowledge by saying 



that “it is only because of experience with cases that one can 

at all move from being a beginner to being an expert” (p. 222).   

Inspired by the above, my intent in the lines bellow is to 

offer a nuanced view of a real-life situation, in this case, 

the first attempt to implement OKR in a classroom. I shall 

provide as much wealth of details as possible so to make it 

easier for the reader to “identify with the experience” of the 

teacher who worked with me (Brandell & Varkas, 2001:294) and 

also to facilitate the life of those who decide to reproduce 

the steps described herein. The guidelines presented in Baxter 

& Jack (2008) and (Brandell & Varkas, 2001) will be followed 

whenever applicable. 

 

Context 
 

Karen (see Methodology), works as a teacher both for the 

State and for the City of Rio de Janeiro. In Brazil, the 

government is supposed to offer 9 (nine) years of compulsory 

schooling. Municipalities, not the states, are the ones 

responsible for building and running primary and secondary 

state-owned schools (Louzano, 2007:11). It happens that due to 

a variety of circumstances, it is quite common to find 

secondary or even primary schools being run by states. This 

situation makes it frequently that teachers end up working for 

more than one instance of government. Karen is a seasoned 



teacher with more than 15 years of teaching experience working 

for the City, and more than nine years of experience working 

for the State. Also, an interesting aspect related to Karen is 

the fact that she was recently promoted to become a teacher 

educator, without abandoning her role as a teacher, at the 

State of Rio. This new condition of hers, in addition to the 

extra work, created unexpected and context-related 

difficulties, as it can be seen in the excerpt below. 

I think that I don´t want to be a teacher educator 

anymore. The way the Secretariat is conducting things 

makes it very dangerous the job. Picture the following 

situation. She asked me and others to go to a distant 

school to explain our newest initiative to teachers. 

The problem is that this school is in the middle of a 

“comunidade.” I said: ‘I am not going. Local gang 

members know those teachers. They do not know me. I 

don´t want to get shot’.  

 

The quotation above illustrates a reality that is very 

particular to the City of Rio and perhaps to other 

underdeveloped large cities across the globe. “Comunidade” 

means literally, “community” and is a common euphemism for 

“hazardous poor area.” What is relevant in the context of this 

dissertation is the perception that the OKR pilot was taking 

place within a rather precarious educational system. Deole 

(2017) says that violence presents “a negative externality on 

educational outcomes in the Brazilian system” (p. 307). The 

refusal of Karen described above is almost certainly an element 

of this externality.  



After Karen told me about the event above, I questioned 

whether she believed that the use of OKR was something we 

should care about, considering those more critical issues. She 

answered: 

I think so, and I will tell you why. I feel that these 

kids are accustomed to receiving almost nothing from 

their teachers. At the same time, we teachers are not 

motivated to do more. Maybe we should all start talking 

about having new goals and see if this situation 

changes.   

 

 

Indeed, I had already detected this tacit agreement between 

demotivated teachers and disengaged students in a previous 

assignment.  The case for English as a Foreign Language (EFL), 

the subject taught by Karen, is particularly problematic. 

Brazilians strongly believe that “they do not learn English at 

regular schools” (Bambirra, 2017:216). Therefore, the 

situation can be summarised as follows: demotivated teachers 

teaching students who a priori consider it useless the time 

spent in English classes. Regarding this complex scenario, 

recent research shows that “emotional and (meta)cognitive” 

factors are the most predominant elements which influence 

Brazilian student´s engagement in learning English (Bambirra, 

2017:234). In this sense, given that the pursuit and attainment 

of goals are frequently associated with “cognitive and 

affective-based processes that enhance positive achievement 

activity” (Lemos, 1996:152) and based on Karen´s response to 



my inquiry, I suspect that even before we have ignited the OKR 

pilot, she already had an intuition that the use of OKR as a 

“language” to talk about performance would make it possible a 

new type of agreement, this time explicit, between teachers 

and students.    

 

Phase #1 – Set 
 

OKR can be understood as being a continuous cycle 

encompassing three phases: Set, Align and Achieve. The Set 

phase corresponds to the moment when it is defined, in writing, 

the Objectives and Key Results which will be pursued by an 

individual or group during the cycle (Doerr, 2018:37).  

Karen and I started to have weekly Skype sessions (see 

Methodology) in May 2018. At first, it was necessary for us to 

agree upon a certain OKR cadence, that is, the lapse of time 

through which each OKR cycle (Set, Align and Achieve) was 

supposed to be completed.  My first suggestion to Karen was 

that she should organise monthly 20-minute goal conferences 

(Gaa, 1973:22) with her students. She replied by stating: 

I don´t think I will be able to cope with the extra 

workload which is required to meet individually with 

dozens of students every month. You should remember 

that I teach in two different schools and that I have 

at least three classes in each school. Why not do it 

once in each bimester? Our objectives here are always 

defined in a bimestrial basis.  

 



Teachers often claim that they “have little time to talk 

to pupils” or that they are “under so much pressure to reach 

standards.” These complaints are said to be part of an 

international pattern of discontent (Scott, Stone, & Dinham, 

2001:12). In this sense, it seemed logical to me that Karen 

would have second thoughts about implementing OKR, the moment 

she knew more about the extra work required. What I had not 

anticipated was the fact that even the idea of having a 20-

minute encounter with each student once a month would be 

considered an almost insurmountable hurdle in her case. 

Luckily, the second thing she said, that is, the suggestion to 

run OKR with the same periodicity by which students are already 

evaluated, made sense to me. Doerr (2018) says that the “best 

OKR cadence is the one that fits the context and culture” 

(p.36). Therefore, it seemed reasonably right at that point 

the idea to synchronise students´ goal-setting with the formal 

evaluation process.  

After having agreed upon a 2-month cadence, Karen and I 

had to face the challenge to transpose to the educational 

context the mixed “bottom-up and top-down” goal definition 

process (Zhou & He, 2018:321) which constitutes one of the 

strengths of the OKR method. Contrary to the Management by 

Objectives (MBO) framework, for example, OKR is a system were 

objectives are primarily set from the bottom up (Radonic, 

2017:29). Such aspect means that Karen and I wanted students, 



who had never heard about these things before, to be able to 

define their objectives for the bimester. It should not be 

forgotten that we were piloting OKR in secondary school. That 

means dealing with 11-16-year-old kids. It ended up taking us 

three sessions of trial and error until Karen was comfortable 

enough to proclaim mission accomplished. The lines below 

describe what happened. 

Objectives in OKR are defined accordingly to a unique set 

of guidelines. Among other aspects, goals are supposed to be 

inspiring and engaging (Radonic, 2017:30). We talked about 

this concept in one of our first sessions, and there she went 

Karen to ignite the process with students the next day. The 

short dialogue below was extracted from a video file sent to 

me by Karen. These were 12-13-year pre-adolescents. 

Karen: Why are you here? 

Student #1: Because we must. 

Karen: I am not joking. I will rephrase. Why studying 

English?  

Student #2: To be able to talk to people who don´t 

speak Portuguese. 

Karen: Only because of that? What happens when 

everybody around you speaks Portuguese? Is English 

less important in this case? 

Student #3 Instagram. 

Student #4 Not me. I only use Portuguese on 

Instagram.  

 



It is unnecessary to say that Karen did not go far with 

her first attempt to make students reflect on their objectives. 

She almost lost the control of the classroom as students kept 

disagreeing with each other.  

As a short and parallel comment, it must be understood 

that promoting the formation of non-cognitive skills such as 

the ability to set and achieve goals, is a difficult task. 

Research on “Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)”, a concept 

which relates, among other aspects, to teachers fostering goal-

setting competencies (Osher et al., 2016:646), indicates that 

teachers frequently claim to need “strong support from district 

and school leaders” so to “effectively implement and promote 

SEL skills” (Schonert-Reichl, 2017:140). In this sense, one 

should expect that an untrained teacher such as Karen would 

need a lot of help to be able to implement OKR in a classroom, 

especially when there is no practical information from where 

to draw. 

Karen and I spent two additional sessions discussing the 

best approach to apply OKR´s goal definition guidelines. I 

insisted to her that the determination of goals was supposed 

to be primarily bottom-up otherwise we would be piloting 

something else, not OKR. She was concerned that if students 

were left alone their goals would end up not being aligned 

with the curriculum or would be everything but inspiring, 

engaging and memorable. At some point Karen said: 



 What if I give then a list of options? For example, 

I can meet with each of them individually and ask 

the student to pick a goal from a pre-defined list.  

 

It was not clear to me whether providing a list of goal 

options to kids would negatively affect the framework´s impact. 

At the same time, I was aware of the OKR concept which considers 

managers´ OKRs a “vision” or “principle” that needs to be 

communicated to the rest of the company and ends up influencing 

the formation of the other OKRs (Doerr, 2018:35). In this 

sense, OKR is not just “bottom-up” after all. I said to myself 

that maybe teachers are the ones who should play, in this 

respect, the role of the managers, perhaps just until students 

get accustomed to the framework. With that in mind, I agreed 

to give it a try the list idea. Karen then suggested the 

following objectives to students: 

1 - I will translate the lyrics of a song that I love 

 

2 - I will translate an interview given by a Brazilian 

football player who plays in the Premier League 

 

3 - I will create subtitles for a 60-second scene of 

a Netflix series that I enjoy watching 

 

 

The proposed solution worked. Each student picked one of 

the objectives shown in the list above, and then Karen moved 

on to presenting the concept of each goal having one or two 



Key Results associated with it. The short dialogue below 

illustrates what happened. 

Karen: Now that you all have objectives…how are we 

going to know whether you have achieved what you 

planned?  

Student #1: Will you give me an A* if I achieve 100% 

of my goal? 

Karen: Not at all. Your grades will be unaffected by 

the achievement. However, I will evaluate your effort 

in participating. Your enthusiasm will either raise or 

reduce your final grade. Going back to my question, 

how are we going to measure your achievement? We must 

define a criterion. It should have a number in it.  

 

 

Karen had already anticipated that students, at some point, 

would start talking about linking grades and marks to the 

achievement of OKRs. However, within the organisational field 

OKRs are typically not associated with financial incentives or 

other “extrinsic rewards” (Doerr, 2018:159; Zhou & He, 

2018:321). Following the same idea, Karen and I decided to 

make it detached from marks and grades the achievement of OKRs. 

By doing so, I knew that we were emphasising the setting of 

“mastery goals” over “performance goals” (Gonçalves, 

Niemivirta, & Lemos, 2017:150; Lemos, 1996:152; Moeller, 

Theiler, & Wu, 2012:154). This decision appeared to be adequate 

since this type of goal is considered to cause a more 

significant positive impact on the self-regulation of learning 

(Mykkänen, Perry, & Järvelä, 2015:3). 



Going back to the task of defining Key Results, Karen and 

I faced, in this case, the same “bottom-up versus top-down” 

dilemma. This time we were quick to decide that Karen should 

interfere so to speed up the whole process. As time goes by, 

we expect the amount of teacher interference to stabilise at 

a much lower level. Here is how an OKR ended up looking after 

Karen finished defining the Key Results together with her 

students: 

1 - I will translate the lyrics of a song that I love 

(Objective) 

  as measured by the following process: 

   I will sing along the Portuguese 

translation while the English version is being played…  

My teacher will interrupt me five times to 

ask the meaning of a word or expression. I can make up 

to 1 mistake. (KR 1) 

An adult family member will evaluate my 

translation and will write an email or note to my 

teacher explaining his or her criteria. 80% is the 

minimum score that I am supposed to receive. (KR 2)  

     

    

It should be noticed that the Key Results in the example 

above combined teacher-assessment with the assessment made by 

a family member. The involvement of caregivers with the OKR 

pilot was Karen´s idea. Here is what she said to justify such 

initiative: 

One of our objectives for the present year is to make 

it more fluid the family-school connection. The moment 

you have shown me the OKR framework I realised that it 



could be used to make it more dynamic this 

relationship. 

 

 

This possibility looked promising to me. I was fully aware 

that quite often families from poor social classes are 

considered to be “not interested” and “absent from meetings 

and the monitoring of their children´s education” (Hellen, 

Marcondes, Regina, & Lucato, 2012:93). Intuitively, I have 

always refused to endorse such a negative conception. In 

addition, now that the digital age is making it widely 

available the information needed for students to self-direct 

their own learning (Lee, Osop, Hoe-Lian Goh, & Kelni, 

2017:612), why not leveraging on the same capabilities to 

engage their families with the assessment for learning process 

(Rutland & Hall, 2013:116-117)?  

After going through the events described in this section, 

Karen and I finally managed to have the first group of students 

fully involved with an OKR cycle. Then it was time for us to 

reflect on the alignment phase. 

 

Phase #2 – Align  
 

In the organisational field, recently created OKRs need to 

be aligned before the individual or group starts putting effort 

to achieve what was defined (Castro, 2018:1). Alignment within 



a business means discussing the OKR with one´s boss to make 

sure that the OKR presents all the desirable characteristics 

(memorable, bold, measurable etc.). Also, in the case of OKRs 

depending on other OKRs these interdependences need to be 

mapped and adequately addressed before hand. In a real business 

scenario, OKRs should be aligned not only with the overall 

strategy but also with other OKRs (Radonic, 2017:31; Zhou & 

He, 2018:222). In this sense, it can be said that an OKR may 

be freely drafted, but its adoption depends upon the OKR going 

trough an allignment process in which the management of the 

company has to either approve the OKR or ask the individual to 

rewrite it. 

Karen and I were fully aware that her approval was an 

element of the Align phase and that it was supposed to happen 

after students have by themselves drafted the OKRs. Imagine, 

for example, if Karen did not want, for some reason, two 

students to use the same song in their OKRs. In this case, the 

Align phase would allow for this type of orchestration. 

However, as it was described herein in a different section, 

the low “maturity level” of Karen´s students in regards to 

goal-setting made Karen interfere during the definition of 

OKRs. Because of this, the Allign phase was absorbed by the 

Set phase in this first pilot. Karen´s students´ OKRs were 

born already alligned. 



I asked Karen what would be the best way to coordinate the 

Set and Align phases when students become capable of drafting 

their OKRs without her help. She answered: 

I think that perhaps the only way possible is to ask 

students to bring already drafted OKRs to the goal 

conference. I believe that during the time they will 

be able to check the next chapters of the book and 

imagine what they want to accomplish in the new 

bimester. Maybe I am asking too much. 

 

I found it intriguing this idea to ask students to visit 

the textbook, reflect on the topics which are planned to be 

discussed in the next bimester, and draft an “OKR proposal”. 

Such an approach seems to be aligned with the literature on 

flipped education (Schwarzenberg, Navon, Nussbaum, Pérez-

Sanagustín, & Caballero, 2018:238) and will be further 

investigated in future research. 

 

Phase #3 – Achieve 
 

The Achieve phase corresponds to students doing what they 

need to do to accomplish what was specified by themselves in 

their OKRs. Karen found a significant level of heterogeinity 

in her students´ engagement during this phase. 

Some students used to be very dismotivated before the 

pilot. Now they have completely changed, and their 

OKRs appear to be the only thing they want to talk. 

Isn´t it wonderful? On the other hand, I have one or 

two cases where the student used to be very 

participative and now is not demonstrating the same 



entusiasm. Don´t know whether they are doing 

something. 

 

I asked Karen what method she was using to track each 

student´s progress and she said:  

I don´t use any technique. They tell me about their 

OKRs. Generally at the beginning of the lesson. 

 

I asked Karen to promote weekly “OKR checkins” (Radonic, 

2017:33) so to track everybody´s progress without depending on 

students´ inniative to disclose information. She said that she 

did not have space in the agenda to accomodate a cerimony of 

that type. I then suggested the use of a “check-in 

questionnaire” to be filled by each student at the beginning 

of the lesson. The questionnaire might contain the following 

two questions: 

I am _ % satisfied with the progress of my OKRs 

It is _ % urgent that I discuss some OKR´s issues with the teacher 

Table 7 – Check-in questionnaire 

 

Karen mentioned that she used the check-in questionnaire 

described above just once. She said that this was so because 

we were already approaching the end of the pilot when it was 

developed. She once again complained that even with the use of 



the questionnaire she did not have enough space in her agenda 

to be able to sit down and discuss students´ issues.  

I would love to dedicate myself to discussing 

objectives fulltime. However, I am supposed to teach 

the curriculum. You know how things are in this city. 

The other week this school was closed due to the 

eminence of violence in the neighborhood. It was one 

day less to do everything that I have to do.  

 

Due to what Karen said to me, I started to ask myseff 

whether it would be possible for a teacher who has dozens of 

students under her responsibility, to accurately track, on a 

weekly basis, the evolution of each OKR. A classroom is not 

equivalent to a company´s department. People in a department 

work together for eight hours and pursue together more or less 

the same objective. Cerimonies can be quickly organised in 

such context. Students in a classroom, on the other hand, go 

from subject to subject during a 5-hour period. A teacher like 

Karen stays in front of her students only two hours per week. 

Will this limited availability of time allow for the promotion 

of weekly checkins? Here is what Karen had to say in this 

respect: 

Now that you asked, I don’t think so. It was ok helping 

students to define the OKRs. Can the follow up be done 

by a different person? 

 

 

In the end, the vast majority os students achieved the 

OKRs. The folow up, Karen and I admit, was far from being 

perfect. We ended up concluding that there should be a dedicate 



person, in each school, responsible for conducting the weekly 

checkins with students. This person could be named the OKR 

“Evangelist” or “Shepherd” (Doerr, 2018:70) and should be 

adequately trained to be able to deal with OKRs linked to all 

subjects in the curriculum.  

 

Limitations   
 

The OKR pilot which I described above using the “narrative 

case study” methodology aimed to identify a “manner of use” 

for the OKR framework inside a classroom. Given that there was 

no practical information to draw from, Karen and I ended up 

making some mistakes, the most serious of which is the nature 

of the OKRs that we induced her students to define. We made 

the common mistake to think about “outputs” (activities) not 

“outcomes” (Mosse & Sontheimer, 1996:9). In other words, we 

allowed an “activity” to be treated as the Objective in an 

OKR. Saying it differently, instead of making students to 

reflect upon memorable and bold results, such as, for example, 

“I will understand English so well that I will be able to 

understand the songs that I love”, we made students consider 

as the Objective the activity which corresponds to successfully 

translating a single song. This activity was supposed to be 

regarded as part of a Key Result which could be then associated 

with the bold and memorable objective indicated above. Karen 



and I have recently started a new OKR cycle in which we did 

not make the same mistake. 

Another limitation of the case study described in this 

section is the fact that it corresponded to the experience of 

a single teacher. In this sense, it should be emphasised that 

by no means I find myself in a position to make general claims 

regarding the utility of the OKR framework as a tool capable 

of fostering engagement and motivation in secondary 

classrooms.  

The effect of OKR on Karen, though, seems to be more 

evident. The adoption of the framework induced her to reflect 

upon her objectives. While it is unclear whether other teachers 

would be impacted the same way, Karen finished the pilot with 

a different view of her professionalism. She said that all of 

a sudden, being a teacher became much more than merely knowing 

the best way to teach something (Shulman, 1986:9). The act of 

teaching was transformed into, in her words, “knowing how to 

command a group of kids who want to learn and achieve 

something”. I recognise that the proximal relationship which 

I have maintained with her during the pilot might have 

substantially changed her perception of things. However, it is 

impossible not to highlight that this new understanding of her 

professionalism is in line with what is described today by 

some authors when they talk about leadership inside the 



classroom (Katyal & Evers, 2004; Öqvist & Malmström, 2016, 

2018). 

Finally, I must say that this research on OKR in the 

classroom is just beginning. If things go well I will be able 

to deploy the framework in a more significant number of schools 

soon. Such a possibility is, in fact, in one of my OKRs. 

  

Conclusion and Implications 
  

The effect of a lecture on goal-setting 
 

The possibility that goal-setting, and more specifically, 

the OKR framework could be used by teachers to change behaviour 

so to engage students, made me interested in investigating 

whether a teacher education intervention on goal-setting would 

affect teachers´ set of beliefs and practice. In my view, this 

would be an exciting starting point for an OKR implementation. 

Because of this, the quantitative phase of this research aimed 

to understand whether a typical teacher education session on 

OKR, that is, a lecture, would positively impact the self-

efficacy of teachers regarding student-centred teaching. Also, 

this phase intended to evaluate the specifics of using 

randomised experiments to measure the effectiveness of 

professional development programs. 



Findings indicated that a 50-minute lecture on goal-

setting was, in that occasion and in-light of those specific 

conditions, capable of raising teachers´ self-efficacy for 

student-centred teaching. The number of participants (sample 

size) was not large enough to allow for sufficient experiment´s 

power (> 80%) (Cook & Hatala, 2015:74) so to detect even a 

mid-sized difference (SMD 0.5 standard deviations) (Cook & 

Hatala, 2015:73) with sufficient statistical significance. 

Therefore, it is not possible to say at this point whether the 

lecture “caused” the detected difference shown in the findings 

or it just happened by chance. However, as it was discussed in 

the methodology section, the conciseness of the RCT method 

used in this study allows for its easy repetition with 

different cohorts so to increase experiment´s statistical 

power through meta-analysis (Cohn & Decker, 2003:243).  

In this sense, the most crucial aspect revealed by the 

quantitative phase is the applicability of an RCT, a method 

that is frequently considered controversial in education and 

teacher education circles, to produce evidence on the 

effectiveness of an intervention as frugal as a single lecture. 

In reality, most of the issues which are commonly associated 

to an RCT, such as, for example, the difficulty in generalising 

results, can be attenuated, “in expectation” (Deaton & 

Cartwright, 2018:5), when the trial can be repeated an 

arbitrary number of times. In theory, for example, the larger 



the sample size or the number of trials, the higher your 

ability to detect the average effect caused by an intervention. 

In this regard, the most fundamental question related to the 

use of an RCT to inform the evaluation and perhaps re-design 

of teacher education programs is whether and by which cost the 

experiment can be repeated so to increase “the warrant for an 

effectiveness prediction” (Cartwright, 2013:105).  

Having said that, it should be noticed that this study has 

identified straightforward, practical ideas, such as, the 

creation of equivalent but apparently different questionnaires 

to measure the outcome of the intervention at different 

moments, which can make it possible, if not easy, for an RCT 

to be used in a variety of real professional development 

situations. These concepts can be adopted and further developed 

by anyone interested in investigating the effectiveness of a 

teacher education intervention via the use of a “micro-RCT”. 

Due to all the above, the quantitative research question (” 

What is the effect of a teacher education intervention on goal-

setting on teacher´s self-efficacy for student-centred 

teaching?”) could not be answered. Yes, it looks like that the 

lecture on OKR, which aimed to increase teachers´ self-efficacy 

for student-centred teaching, “causes the targeted effect in 

some individuals in some settings” (Cartwright, 2013:98), at 

least immediately after they have attended the lecture. 

However, despite all other promising aspects connected to the 



execution of the RCT and described in the lines above, the 

sample size did not allow for any claim stronger than that.   

 

The practicalities of using OKR in the classroom 
 

After conducting a randomised experiment which has shown 

that a lecture on OKR has the potential to affect teachers´ 

set of beliefs, I aimed to investigate whether it would be 

practical for a teacher with no previous experience with goal-

setting, to adopt the OKR framework in her classroom.  

Given that OKR, to the best of my knowledge, had never 

been systematically used in a classroom before, this 

investigation required the adaptation of the framework to the 

educational context. In this sense, some of my interactions 

with the teacher who I worked with, had me playing the role of 

a teacher educator who was helping her to adapt and implement 

something that was new to both of us. Besides that, I also 

interacted with this teacher in the capacity of an educational 

researcher who was trying to learn about the main issues 

related to the implementation of the framework, as perceived 

by a teacher. This duality made it more productive the whole 

experience for me as a teacher educator. At the same time, it 

made it more difficult the separation of my own voice from 

hers when I was looking for an answer for the research question 

associated with this qualitative phase (”What do teachers 



perceive as being the key issues and challenges for teachers 

with no experience with goal-setting to learn and efficiently 

apply the OKR framework?”). 

Overall, the findings revealed that the OKR implementation 

was considered a promising methodology by the teacher involved 

with the pilot. Three points of concern ended up being salient 

in her discourse: (i) The extra time and effort required by 

the preparation and execution of monthly individual goal 

conferences; (ii) Students needing help to be able to suggest 

“bold” OKRs linked to curriculum items continually; (iii) The 

need for a designated person to be responsible for conducting 

weekly OKR check-in cerimonies (follow-up) with students;  

     Despite those issues, the teacher said that OKR helped 

her to understand the learning stage of each student correctly, 

and, more importantly, allowed her to provide feedback more 

efficiently. The teacher strongly emphasised the notion that, 

with OKR, formative feedback comes more naturally as part of 

a new, formal, structured and “detached from marks and grades” 

in-school conversation about performance. She has perceived 

this new conversation as something able to prompt students to 

develop a more sophisticated self-reflection on learning.  

     Finally, it should be mentioned that teaching a teacher 

how to use OKR was more straightforward than expected during 

this research. Perhaps because of her condition as a 

professional who is part of an organisation (school/system), 



the fundamental notion that the systematic pursuit of goals 

helps achievement, seemed to make a lot of sense to her since 

the very beginning. The three main issues detected were 

anticipated by the teacher during our early discussions and 

adequately circumnavigated. At the same time, the positive 

aspects of the method (being bottom-up; requiring quantitative 

criteria; valuing boldness) were considered by her of great 

importance and capable of increasing student autonomy and 

engagement. 

 

Non-cognitive skills and OKR   
 

This research was ignited by in-school observations which 

had shown, in my context, students not demonstrating an 

appropriate level of engagement in learning and teachers not 

paying the necessary attention or just not knowing what to do 

to engage them. The possibility that a portion of this 

perceived reduction of student engagement was merely a function 

of students increasingly using the Internet for autonomous and 

“teacher-less” learning (Katyal, 2010:273) was an initial 

hypothesis in this research. According to this original view, 

the engagement issue which I had observed was being caused by 

technology-driven changes which affect countries in an almost 

equal way. These changes would end up enforcing teachers to 

adjust by taking “conscious steps so that they are clearly 

able to influence and promote school-based learning” (Katyal 



& Evers, 2004:372), that is, would induce them to assume a 

role which is described by some authors as the role of a 

“developmental leader” (Öqvist & Malmström, 2018:156). 

Motivated by this notion, the bulk of the study corresponded 

to experimenting with a type of leadership behaviour (goal-

setting) that teachers may adopt to affect students´ motivation 

and engagement in present times.  

 As the research progressed, though, I started to have the 

impression that, in addition to potentially being caused by a 

general and Internet-related trend towards “teacher-less” 

learning, the relative lack of student engagement which I have 

observed was also a function of something else. Indeed, a very 

recent econometric study shows that non-cognitive skills, 

mainly those related to motivation and engagement, may 

partially explain the relationship between economic growth and 

PISA test scores (Balart, Oosterveen, & Webbink, 2018:146). 

According to this study, for any given level of economic 

development, treated in the article as a proxy for the quality 

of the local educational system, the variation in PISA scores 

amongst similarly developed countries can be explained by 

differences in non-cognitive factors, such as motivation, amid 

students. Because of this, the lack of student engagement which 

I have observed, may not be only a function of a global trend 

towards “out-of-school learning” (Katyal, 2010:276), given 

that such phenomenon would equally affect countries and would 



not be able to explain the variation in PISA scores. There 

should be something else, perhaps culture-related (Balart et 

al., 2018:146), affecting engagement in learning and causing 

a reduction in academic attainment in Brazil. 

 In this sense, in the case context-related factors are 

verified to be harming the formation of non-cognitive skills 

which may be, in turn, impacting attainment in high-stakes 

exams such as the PISA, then there should be a stimulus for 

the local continuation of the research described in this 

dissertation, since goal-setting is considered a foundational 

process in student motivation and engagement. Indeed, it was 

salient in the discourse of the teacher who worked with the 

OKR pilot that some disadvantaged students who used to adopt 

a “couldn´t care less” attitude, got involved with the OKR 

process and immediately started to behave differently. While 

it is unclear whether such improvement will translate itself 

into attainment in the future, the perception of the teacher 

is that the use of OKR might have unlocked a substantial amount 

of academic potential.  

          

Implications and next steps     
 

This research was about helping teachers to increase their 

students´ engagement in learning. It investigated the use, in 

the context of teacher education, of a modern goal-setting 



framework, the OKR. The next steps to take following this study 

will aim to solidify a “manner of use” for the OKR framework 

in the educational context. The pioneering aspect of such work 

should not be taken for granted.  

The teacher who participated in the pilot and one of her 

colleagues are already starting OKR with a new group of 

students. Also, an authorisation for a more significant pilot 

next year is expected from the Secretariat of Education. Data 

from these further investigations will support an innovative 

stream of research, particularly concerning correlating OKR 

achievement with academic attainment.  

 At the methodological side, the design of “micro-RCTs” to 

be used by researchers and practitioners to produce evidence 

on the effectiveness of short term interventions has also 

potential to create innovation with practical consequences in 

the field of teacher education.      

 Finally, the effectiveness of the OKR method, as measured 

regarding academic achievement in high-stakes exams, has the 

potential to reveal the extent to which non-cognitive skills 

may represent a competitive advantage in a world where subject 

content and PCK are more available than ever before.   
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Filled RCT questionnaires – Pre (1) and Post-Lecture (2) 
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Appendix C 
Signed consent forms (sample) 

 

      



  

 



 

 

 

 



 

  


