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Goal Setting 

 

What is goal setting? 

Goal setting is the act of determining something you want to achieve and devising the steps you 

need to do to achieve it. The benefits of goal setting include: 

• Gives you a target to aim for  

• Help you to stay on track  

• Breaks down large workloads into smaller, manageable chunks 

• Reduces stress 

• Focuses your mind on a course of action  

• Gives you with a sense of progress and achievement 

 

When should I set goals? 

Goal setting can be a great way of turning a mountain of work back into smaller mole hills, but goal 

setting is most effective when you do it before your workload piles up and ongoing throughout the 

semester. Sitting down and setting long-term and short-term goals once you get new work 

throughout the year is more manageable than sitting down in Week 11 of the semester trying to 

break down your workload into smaller chunks! 

 

What are long-term and short-term goals? 

A long-term goal is an end you are working towards, such as submitting an essay, whereas short-

term goals are the stepping stones you need to take to be able to reach your long-term goal, such as 

planning the essay, writing the essay in stages, editing and printing the essay, all of which lead to its 

submission. 

 

What are SMART goals? 

SMART goal setting is a method of setting goals that are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic 

and Timed. SMART goal setting can be applied to both long-term and short-term goals regardless if 

they are academic and non-academic goals.
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Setting SMART goals: 

Below is a table which gives an example of a non-SMART and SMART goal. Use the second table to set SMART goals for yourself. 

SPECIFIC 
 

Specify what it is you want to 
achieve. If you have a large 

goal (eg; losing weight) break 
it down into smaller specific 

goals. 

MEASURABLE 
 

What criteria will you use 
to measure the progress 
towards your goal? How 
will you know that you 

have achieved your goals? 

ACHIEVABLE 
 

Considering my current 
resources and time-frame I 

have, is this goal achievable?  

REALISTIC 
 

Am I willing and realistically 
able to achieve this goal?  

TIMED 
 

By when am I going to 
achieve this goal? Setting a 
deadline gives you a push to 
start and a light at the end of 
a tunnel. Think back on past 
experiences to determine an 

appropriate time-frame. 
 

Non-SMART Example: 
 
‘I will do well in Chemistry this 
semester’ 
 
Not specific, & quite vague 
 

 
Due to the vague goal, it is 
not clear what is meant by 
‘do well’ – does that mean 
attend all lectures and 
labs? Get an overall B 
grade in the module? 

 

 
It may be achievable, if you 
are sure what you exactly 
need to do and give the time 
towards it. 

 
It may be realistic if you 
give yourself a clear 
definition of what ‘do well’ 
means. If ‘do well’ means 
get 100% in every test, then 
it may not be realistic. 

 
Technically, there is a time-
frame here of ‘this semester’. 
However, due to the goal 
being vague, it is hard to 
establish if it is achievable in 
the time-frame given. 

SMART Example 
 
‘I will study 2 topics in 
Chemistry each week between 
Week 7 and Week 12’ 
 
Focused and specific 
 
 

 
Measure: 2 topics/week. If 
you couldn’t study two 
topics, re-evaluate your 
commitments or your 
goal. If you studied more 
than 2 – bonus!  

 
If a Chemistry topic takes you 
1.5 hours to study, this 
means you need to dedicate 
3 hours each week to 
Chemistry study. Make sure 
this is realistic for your 
schedule 

 
Depending on your 
workload and 
commitments, this may be 
a realistic goal to set 
yourself coming up to 

 
A clear time-frame has been 
given here: between Week 7 
and Week 12.  



 

UCD ACCESS &  
LIFELONG LEARNING 

 

 

SPECIFIC 
 

Specify what it is you want to 
achieve. If you have a large 

goal (eg; losing weight) break 
it down into smaller specific 

goals. 

MEASURABLE 
 

What criteria will you use 
to measure the progress 
towards your goal? How 
will you know that you 

have achieved your goals? 

ACHIEVABLE 
 

Considering my current 
resources and time-frame I 

have, is this goal achievable?  

REALISTIC 
 

Am I willing and realistically 
able to achieve this goal?  

TIMED 
 

By when am I going to 
achieve this goal? Setting a 
deadline gives you a push to 
start and a light at the end of 
a tunnel. Think back on past 
experiences to determine an 

appropriate time-frame. 
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This resource was brought to you by:  

UCD Access and lifelong Learning Centre 

Level 1, James Joyce Library Building 

University College Dublin 

Belfield, Dublin D04 V1W8 

Contact us: https://www.ucd.ie/all/contact/ 
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