
 

 

 
 
What happens when I introduce “The Chilli Challenge” in the classroom? 
 
Dominique McGinn 
 
Rationale 
 
Curriculum for Excellence aims to increase both attainment and achievement in Scotland in order to 
prepare children for the competitive world of work and to be resourceful in a time of uncertainty. 
(Scottish Government, 2011) The National Improvement Framework (NIF) supports this ambition, 
within my own school a key priority in the school's improvement plan was to improve attainment in 
numeracy. (Education Scotland, 2016) In undertaking an enquiry I considered the contribution 
which I could make towards the school improvement plan with regards to the pupils in my class. 
The class has always been split into ability groups during maths and I considered what would 
happen if I gave children more accountability for their own learning and progression. Indeed, one 
tool which can lead to progression in learning by giving children more ownership over their 
learning is formative assessment. Clarke (2014; 8) states that “the most powerful educational tool 
for raising achievement and preparing children to be lifelong learners, in any context, is formative 
assessment.” Scottish Government (2011) suggests that children learn best when they are engaged 
in their learning and have opportunities to shape their own experiences and progression. Through 
implementing “The Chilli Challenge”  I will critically analyse the effectiveness of this formative 
assessment strategy which aims to give children more ownership over their learning and 
assessment.  
 
Aims 
 
The aim of this enquiry was to evaluate the success of “The Chilli Challenge” as a formative 
assessment strategy and its impact on learning and teaching in the primary classroom.  
 
Methodology 
 
The enquiry was carried out once a week over a four week period from the 17/2/18 to 3/3/18 with a 
composite class of twenty-five primary five and six children. The sample group consisted of 
children with a range of mathematical ability, from children attending an additional high ability 
group and children requiring additional support in maths. Once a week for four weeks children 
completed “The Chilli Challenge” which formatively assessed and consolidated the learning in 
maths for the week. Children were not in ability groups and were given accountability over 
choosing their own level of task. “The Chilli Challenge” wall display was split into four colours of 
chilli from green being the least challenging to purple being the most challenging activity sheet. The 
children were able to choose from the differentiated coloured worksheets the level of challenge that 
they would like to attempt. Pupils then placed their name on the colour of chilli which correlated 
with their worksheet, this data was collected each week and used to mark pupil progress over the 
course of the enquiry. Each colour of worksheet had individual learning intentions (LIs) and success 
criteria (SC) which ensured children were aware of what was expected of them at each level. When 
worksheets were completed, each chilli group discussed, marked and received verbal feedback 
which included next steps. Self-assessment took place after discussion and children placed their 
name on the traffic light which represented how they felt about their learning with regards to the 
colour of chilli which they had chosen. This helped children to think about what steps they would 
take next time and may have had an effect on the colour of chilli individual children would choose 
next time. Data was gathered from the traffic lights and was a way to compare the level of challenge 
compared to how difficult or easy pupils found the challenge. At the end of the enquiry, pupils 



 

 

expressed their opinions of how “The Chilli Challenge” had affected their views and opinions of 
maths in the classroom and the effectiveness of formative assessment on a post-it note. Particular 
attention was paid to children in the focus group when collecting data. 
 
Findings 
 
The line graphs below show the results of “The Chilli Challenge” over a three week period using 
data collated from the focus group. Graph one shows the level of challenge that the children chose 
from green being the least challenging to a purple being the most challenging. Graph two shows 
how easy or difficult the children found the task through self assessment using the traffic lights 
system; green being easy to red being difficult. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Child A 

 
During the enquiry, child A moved up a level from the green to orange chilli, 
showing progression in learning. Graph two highlights that the child also felt a sense of 
achievement as well as attainment as child A chose the green traffic light during self assessment to 
highlight she found the task manageable. For child A this is particularly significant as child A finds 
Maths difficult and generally has low confidence in her ability, the fact that she has chosen to move 
up a level shows that formative assessment and individualised feedback has embowered child A 
with confidence and next steps which have led to progression in learning. 
 
Child B 
 
Child B also moved up a level of chilli from orange to red. Again this shows that using “The Chilli 
Challenge” as a formative assessment strategy is beneficial to the children’s learning. Child B 
shows progression in learning and also seems to be coping well with the level of difficulty as child 
B’s self assessment shows he has always stayed between green or an orange traffic light.  
 
Child C 
 
Child C is one of the children in the class who also attends an additional high ability maths group. 
Child C is very able in Maths and through “The Chilli Challenge” maintained working at the 
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toughest level, however, when self assessing it is highlighted in graph two that he found the task 
challenging on the 24/2/18. This demonstrates that “The Chilli Challenge” is also meeting child C’s 
needs as it is challenging him further and giving room for progression in learning.  
 
Overall the children responded positively to “The Chilli Challenge” and on the whole progression 
could be seen throughout the class both in terms of attainment and achievement. At the end of the 
three weeks, when asked to reflect on “The Chilli Challenge” as a formative assessment strategy the 
children responded in the following ways; 
 
“It’s good to get to choose your own level, as I am in the Circles and wouldn’t usually get a chance 
to try more difficult tasks. I feel like I have learned new things.” 
 
“I liked “The Chilli Challenge” and surprised myself when I managed to complete the red chilli.” 
 
 
“I like “The Chilli Challenge” as normally I find maths easy but the purple chilli really challenged 
me.” 
 
“I like when we talk about our learning and next steps. It helps me to think about what I will do 
better next time.” 
 
“I don’t like putting my name on the green chilli because everyone can see it and I would like to 
move to a higher one.” 
 
“I haven’t moved up a level from green and I wish I could.” 
 
Conclusions 
 
From the above findings, it can be concluded that “The Chilli Challenge” was an effective 
formative assessment tool which encouraged children to take accountability for their own learning 
and in doing so provided children with a better understanding of where children are at on their 
individual learning journey. The discussion and self assessment opportunities at the end of the task 
were especially effective in providing children with insight and next steps which would determine 
the colour of chilli which they chose next. This formative assessment strategy helped to provide 
children with effective feedback which encouraged children to reach their own goals and progress 
in their learning. However, for some children in the class progression occurred at a slower pace, this 
had a negative effect on the child’s confidence as is highlighted above by the child’s comment. In 
addition, the children on the green chilli were uncomfortable about placing their name there as it 
was seen as a failure. These findings will be addressed when considering future practice.  
 
Future Practice 
 
Undertaking an enquiry deepened my understanding of reflective practice and highlighted the parts 
of the enquiry which worked well and things which I will change in order to ensure better 
classroom practice. I will continue to implement “The Chilli Challenge” in the classroom as a 
means of formative assessment as the challenge gave children ownership over their learning and 
encouraged challenge and progression. I will consider implementing Vygotsky’s Co-constructivist 
theory in which children learn at a faster pace when scaffolded by a more knowledgeable other in 
order to help children who are struggling to progress from a level. Through working in an 
appropriate pairing, the children on green may gain a greater sense of achievement as they will be 
learning alongside their peers and gaining insight and knowledge which will help them to progress 



 

 

to the next stage. Indeed, Clarke (2014) suggests that talk partners encourage children to be 
resources to one another and this can lead to progression.  
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