
T H E  M E T H O D

How to write one yourself: eight
steps, then the stranger test.

1. Start from the problem in plain words. “He does not ask for help; he tears

the paper.”

2. Name the behavior you will see instead, as a “do.” “Asks for help by saying ‘help

please’ or handing over the help card.”

3. Add the condition. “When given an independent task he cannot finish, in

the classroom…”

4. Set the criterion — accuracy (80% of opportunities), consistency (across three

consecutive weeks, or five sessions), and spread (two settings, two adults). The

spread is what makes a skill real instead of a trick for one room.
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I E P  ·  8  M I N U T E S

How to write a goal a
stranger could measure.

What it is. A measurable goal has four parts: the condition (when, where, with

what), the behavior (what the person will do, in words you can see), the criterion

(how well, how often, over how long, with whom), and the date. Plus the baseline:

what they do now.

Why it matters. “Will improve social skills” cannot be met or missed. Reviewers

send it back, and worse, nobody can tell whether the child is better. A goal a

stranger can measure is a goal the team can be honest about.

Free from DRAGEN. Learn it free at dragen.cloud/learn-goals. Free to print, copy and share for your own work, classroom or family; not for resale. Not affiliated with or endorsed by the BACB. Filled in, a sheet is a private record: store it like one. ©
2026 Chase Alexander Hought. Page 1 of 5.



5. Add the date. Six months out, or the end of the IEP year. A date already past is a

goal already failed.

6. Write the baseline directly under it: what they do now, with the number and the

dates it was measured. No baseline, no progress — there is nothing to compare to.

7. For funded treatment, add the “so that.” Why this skill matters for this person: “…in

order to replace paper-tearing, which currently ends four of five work periods.”

Reviewers ask for it every cycle.

8. The stranger test. Hand the goal to someone who has never met the child. Can they

say yes or no, from data alone, whether it was met? If they have to ask you

anything, rewrite.

W O R K E D  E X A M P L E

Noah, before and after.

Made-up example. The names and numbers below are invented to show the method.

BEFORE AFTER

“Noah will improve

communication.”

“By March 2027, when given an independent task he cannot

complete in the classroom, Noah will request help by saying ‘help

please’ or handing the help card in 80% of opportunities across

three consecutive weeks, with two different adults, in order to

replace paper-tearing. Baseline: 0 of 12 opportunities, observed

9/8–9/12/2026.”

For a behavior you want less of, write both halves: the replacement skill (above) and

the reduction with a rate and a stretch — “paper-tearing will reduce from four per
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school day to zero per school day across ten consecutive school days.” One goal

names what to teach; the other names what should disappear because of it.

M I S T A K E S  T O  A V O I D

The goals that come back from review.

“Will decrease behaviors.” Which behaviors? From what, to what?

A percentage with no number of opportunities. 80% of two chances is one

good afternoon.

“With 80% accuracy” on something that is yes-or-no once a day. Use days out

of days.

A criterion nobody is collecting data for. If it will not be measured, it is a wish.

Last year’s goal with the date moved. The stranger test catches this: the baseline

will be a year old.

Upgrading the words when the data did not move. “Emerging” does not become

“acquired” because a report is due.

T R Y  I T

One question, then the answer.

“Mateo will improve his listening skills with 80% accuracy by June.” What fails

the stranger test?

Show the answer, and why

Almost everything. “Listening skills” is not something you can see happen; there is

no condition, no number of opportunities, no consistency or spread, and no

Free from DRAGEN. Learn it free at dragen.cloud/learn-goals. Free to print, copy and share for your own work, classroom or family; not for resale. Not affiliated with or endorsed by the BACB. Filled in, a sheet is a private record: store it like one. ©
2026 Chase Alexander Hought. Page 3 of 5.



baseline. A stranger could not say yes or no. One rewrite: “By June 2027, when

given a one-step instruction in the classroom, Mateo will begin the instruction

within ten seconds in 80% of ten opportunities across five consecutive days, with

two different adults. Baseline: 2 of 10 opportunities, measured 9/14–9/18/2026

(made up).”

S O M E T H I N G  T O  K E E P

Goal-writing template.

W H E R E  D R A G E N  H E L P S

Taught to teams, with practice.

D R A G E N  A C A D E M Y  ·  G O A L - W R I T I N G  T E M P L A T E

·  D R A G E N . C L O U D

BY
[DATE]

WHEN [CONDITION: WHERE, WITH
WHAT, AFTER WHAT]

[NAME] WILL [OBSERVABLE
BEHAVIOR, A “DO”]

CRITERION:
HOW ACCURATE

HOW CONSISTENT
(SESSIONS / WEEKS
IN A ROW)

SPREAD
(SETTINGS,
PEOPLE)

…IN ORDER TO
[WHY IT
MATTERS]

BASELINE (NUMBER,
DATES MEASURED)

DATA COLLECTED BY
WHOM, HOW, HOW OFTEN

STRANGER TEST PASSED —
WHO READ IT, DATE
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Academy workshops teach goal-writing the way this page does — write one, have

it read by a stranger, fix it, again. DRAGENgrade, in development, applies the same

criterion thinking to classroom rubrics.

S O U R C E

Where this comes from.

Mager, Preparing Instructional Objectives (3rd ed., 1997), for condition–behavior–

criterion; Cooper, Heron & Heward, Applied Behavior Analysis (3rd ed., 2020), on

operational definitions and selecting target behaviors. Funders publish their own

report requirements; where yours asks for more, it wins.

Examples on this page are made up. They contain no client, student or family information.

This lesson teaches a method; it does not replace your child’s care team, your BCBA, or your

payer’s written rules.
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