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Setting Writing Goals
Setting goals for a writing project is a good way to keep yourself on track and to ensure that 
you make significant progress. This is especially true if the document is a long one that you 
will work on over multiple weeks or even months. 
 
When you set writing goals for a document, you want to think about not just your overall 
writing goal for the project, but also how you would break up that goal into smaller “bites” 
of writing that can be accomplished in a single writing session. 
 
It is important for goals to be specific and measurable. Vague goals lack the detail 
necessary to determine whether they have been achieved in a meaningful way at the end of 
a writing period. Of the two examples below, only the second goal meets the criteria: 

X I will work on my dissertation.  

✔ I will revise 5 pages of the introduction to my dissertation. 

Even specific and measurable goals can sometimes be unrealistic. This is why your goals 
should also be reasonable—achievable within your time-constraints, abilities as a writer, 
and work environment. In a one-hour block of writing time, for example, the second goal 
below is reasonable whereas the first may not be: 

X I will write a first draft of my journal article.  

✔ I will draft 2 paragraphs of my literature review.  

Since writers vary in how quickly they draft documents or revise, what is a reasonable goal 
for one writer may not be for another. Paying attention to your writing trends (how quickly 
you can write a paragraph or page, how much revision it will need, etc.) can help you 
determine which goals will be reasonable for you.

  

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/graduate_writing/thesis_and_dissertation/setting_goals_staying_motivated.html
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/graduate_writing/documents/Scholarly-Writing-Inventory.pdf
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Activity: Setting Project-Level Goals 

Learning objective: To learn how and when to schedule time for tangible writing goals. 

Any time you begin a writing project, you may want to think about project-level goals. This 
includes things like the actual deadline (how many days or weeks do you have to write the 
document), but it also includes things like how often you will be able to work on the 
document (daily, twice a week, something else?). You can start by identifying possible 
writing times. 

Directions 

Step 1: Fill out a weekly schedule that shows all of the non-negotiable commitments you 
have (e.g., sleeping, eating, family, teaching, etc.). Whatever remains is potential writing 
time. 
 
Step 2: Decide how much of that remaining time you are able to commit to writing. Once 
you decide to use a block of time for writing, it should become non-negotiable. 
 
Step 3: Once you have your writing time scheduled, create a list of the smaller tasks that 
you must complete in order to successfully finish the document. For instance, identifying 
your research niche, writing a literature review, stating hypotheses, explaining methods, 
etc.  
 
Step 4: Use what you know of your own work habits (e.g., I can write 3 good paragraphs an 
hour) to estimate how long the project is going to take you by roughly assigning items on 
that list to your various blocks of scheduled writing time. These items become your “daily 
goals.” 
 
Remember this plan is subject to change. You’ll want to revisit your overall plan during the 
course of the writing project and adjust it as necessary. This is especially true for lengthy 
documents like dissertations. 
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Activity: Preparing Yourself to Write 

Learning objective: To prepare for a writing session. 

Directions 

Now that you have project-level goals, you can begin tackling these goals in the writing 
sessions you’ve scheduled for yourself. Before you jump into a writing session, fill out the 
following table in order to mentally prepare yourself for the writing session and to set aside 
any non-writing concerns. Then, using the activity on the following page, set specific 
session-level goals. 

 

What would make my 
sessions today great?  

 

Today, I am excited 
about: 

 

Today, I am anxious 
about: 

 

Worries for another day:  

Ideas and thoughts I 
want to capture: 
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Activity: Setting Individual Writing Session Goals 

Learning objective: To identify specific and tangible writing goals in a session. 

Directions 

Each time you sit down to write, you want to be working on meeting goals that are specific, 
measurable, and reasonable, as discussed earlier in this document. The number of goals 
you have will be determined by the total length of time you plan to spend writing and by 
your personal work habits (e.g., how quickly you write). 

Break larger goals into tasks that will take between five and fifty-five minutes to complete. 
For a two-hour writing session, you will want to plan to complete between two and five of 
these tasks, depending on their estimated length of time. If you have less than two hours to 
work, adjust the number of tasks to fit the amount of time you plan to spend writing. If you 
have more than two hours to work, consider dividing the time into one or more segments 
with a short break between. 

The examples below illustrate how you might set various types of goals and expected 
completion times. The table below can be used to set goals for a single writing session. 
During your writing time, as you complete a goal, indicate that in the appropriate column. 

• I will draft two paragraphs of my literature review using five previous studies.  
(45 min.) 

• I will write 600 words for my intro about the gap my research fills in the scholarship. 
(55 min.) 

• I will create a detailed outline of my methods section. (30 min.) 
• I will read my introduction and make sure I have topic and transition sentences and 

will write/revise any topic and transition sentences that are missing/misleading.  
(45 min.) 

• I will go through 5 pages of my discussion section to ensure that I have correct in-
text citations for quotes, paraphrases, and summaries. (30 min.)  

• I will draft five potential titles for my dissertation, but I will decide if I like them in 
another session. (10 min.) 
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Writing session goals for ____________________[date/time] 

Estimated 
time to 
complete 

 

Finished! 

 
1.  

  

 
2.  

  

 
3.  

  

 
4.  

  

 
5.  

  

  



 
Purdue Writing Lab, Fall 2024, Page 6 

Activity: Assessing Writing Goals  

Learning objective: To assess goals of a writing session and identify possible goals for 
future sessions. 

Directions 

At the end of each writing session, spend a few minutes reflecting on your progress. What 
did you accomplish? If you met all your goals, celebrate! If you accomplished less than 
planned, what were some of the challenges that got in the way? Will you need to adjust 
future goals as a result? Use the table below to capture your thoughts about the writing 
session. 

 

How many of my goals did I 
meet? 

 

What went well in today’s 
writing session? 

 

If I was less than successful, 
what caused the problem? 
How can I account for that in 
future writing sessions? 

 

Next steps: What will I be 
doing the next time I sit down 
to write? (Hint: Having this 
already written down can be a 
good way to motivate yourself 
to get writing the next time 
you sit down to work.) 

 

How do my project-level goals 
need to be adjusted based on 
today’s writing session? 
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