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How to Set Small Goals That Actually Work: From ’Do

Better Next Time’ to ’Five Problems a Day’

After a bad test, many students write ' I must do better next time . This sentence
can appear a hundred times in reflections without moving a single point. The flaw is
in the goal itself: it is unverifiable. For a small goal to work, it must meet three

conditions.

Condition one: countable. ’Five calculation problems a day 1is countable; ’review
seriously’ is not. Counting is the basis of verification. When writing a goal, ask:
can this report a number one week from now? If not, rewrite it. A Chinese—language
example: memorize ten textbook vocabulary words a day, self-test on the weekend, and
re-memorize the missed ones the next day. An English example: read one fifteen—minute

textbook passage aloud every day, record it, and listen back once.
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Condition two: verifiable the same day. Five problems checked on the spot — you
know by tonight whether it was done. If the goal only reveals its result at the next
exam, nobody controls you during the two weeks in between. Build the self-check into

the task itself: checking answers, self-testing, and replaying recordings all count.

Condition three: a deadline. Two weeks is one cycle. On the last day, settle the
accounts: how many of the seventy problems were wrong, more or fewer than the last
cycle. On that same day, set the next cycle’s goal. If calculation errors dropped,
switch to ’one word problem a day, circling the quantity relationships in the

question’.

Two common flaws. First, greed: five problems a day can last; twenty a day
collapses in week one. Better a small goal for four straight weeks than a big goal
for three days. Second, a goal with no checker: self-checking tends to go soft. Hand
the notebook to Mom once a week, or swap notebooks with a classmate for spot checks.
Putting Mom at ease is essentially making your study process visible to her, not just

handing her a report card.

Finally, how to write the reflection part. Do not write I did not work hard
enough’. Write locatable facts: which type of problems were wrong, what you were
doing while solving them, which step you skipped. Suppose you write ' four calculation
errors, all missed carries, and I was thinking about recess while solving’ — that is
an effective reflection, because it points straight at what the next goal should be.
Reflection locates the action, the goal catches the action, and that smile on Mom’ s

face when she reads the report card is the result of both links holding.
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