
	

	

	

	

	

	

What happens when I introduce the traffic light system of self assessment to my pupils? 

Nicola McCardie 

Group 4J 

Rationale  

In Scotland the Getting it Right For Every Child (GIRFEC) agenda is committed to 
promoting the overall wellbeing of children part of this is encouraging a child centred 
approach to teaching and learning. With this in mind Curriculum for Excellence produced a 
document Building the Curriculum 5 with a focus on the Framework for assessment (Scottish 
Government, 2011) this highlights the responsibility of a teacher to apply assessment 
strategies in the classroom particularly self assessment. The purpose of this enquiry is to 
allow pupils to self assess their own work in order to form the ability to become reflective 
and independently inform their next steps. Through this process pupils will in turn be able to 
begin to take responsibility for their own learning. This is supported by the work of Black 
and Wiliams (1998) who suggested rethinking how young learners are assessed in order to 
make it a process which supports along with reflects on the process of learning.  Education 
Scotland's (2005) Assessment is for Learning (AifL) framework highlights the importance of 
assessment in the classroom with the purpose of promoting positive change which in turn will 
improve children's life chances. This one of the many reasons why the Aifl approach is an 
important context used in the classroom.  

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to investigate what impact the traffic light system of self 
assessment has on pupils when introduced into a classroom during maths lessons.  

Self assessment strategies investigated were: 

• The use of traffic light coloured finished work trays  
• The use of a blank traffic light teacher stamp  

Methodology 

This enquiry was conducted with a primary 5 class of 29 pupils, over a four week period 
during maths lessons. The self assessment strategy used was traffic light coloured finished 
work trays. This method involved children placing their maths jotters in either a red, amber or 
green tray according to how they felt they managed their maths tasks on that day. The second 
method of self assessment involved a teacher stamp, which was blank traffic light being 
stamped into each child’s jotter. After completing the maths task for the day pupil’s then 



coloured their own traffic light according to how they felt they coped with their maths 
learning and tasks on that day. The enquiry also took into consideration the views of a group 
made up of six pupils. To protect their identities and in the interests of anonymity they will be 
referred to as pupils A-F. 

Findings  

Traffic Light Finished Work Trays 

Traffic light finished work trays proved a valuable way of quickly understanding whether 
children were confident in their learning for that day. Only half of the focus children placed 
their finished maths task in the green tray during week one and two of the enquiry with the 
other three pupils choosing the amber tray. As the maths topic developed pupils became more 
confident in their learning and all focus pupils placed jotters in the green try by the fourth 
week. This was evident due to children gaining a better understanding of the mathematical 
concept, the more they understood the confident they became.  

Blank Traffic Light Teacher Stamp 

Using a blank traffic light teacher stamp in pupil jotters was a simple and effective way to 
introduce a new self assessment technique to pupils. After explaining each maths groups 
maths task for the day pupils jotters were stamped on the top right hand corner and asked to 
colour in how they felt there learning and task went for that day, pupils were instructed not to 
colour the traffic light until completion of the task. Although the stamp was used in all 
children’s jotters the focus group of children were all in the same maths ability group with 
them being the higher ability children within the class. The findings from the week one (see 
Table 1) show half of the focus pupils chose to colour the amber light on the traffic light 
stamp and the other half green. As this developed over the four weeks, the results show in 
week three all pupils coloured the traffic light green during sample maths tasks and only one 
pupil colouring amber in week four.  

Table 1 

Focus Children Only- Traffic light stamp during maths lessons (1sample lesson per week)	
 Green Amber Red 
Week One  3 3 0 
Week Two 4 2 0 
Week Three 6 0 0 
Week Four 5 1 0 
 

Marking Pupils Work 

The use of formative assessment easily identifies pupils requiring additional support. With 
the use of the traffic lights systems along with marking pupils work it was easy to evaluate 
pupils self assessment skills. Real time feedback supported this in that children were aware of 
what they were doing and the purpose behind it. In most cases pupils had correctly self 
assessed their learning in relation to the colour of traffic light they had coloured. A couple of 
the focus children had selected amber when the majority of the answers were correct. This 
seems to highlight a lack of confidence in pupils own personal abilities. Towards the end of 



the enquiry pupil's self assessment skills became more accurate in relation to myself marking 
their work and how many answers correct.  

Questionnaires  

Through use of questionnaires data was collected in order to understand the impact of using 
the traffic light system within the classroom. The same question was answered by all pupils 
prior to introducing the traffic light system and then again at the end of the four week period. 
Figure 1 shows the results of the first questionnaire which asked pupils: “Does using traffic 
lights to self assess my work help improve my learning?” The results of this show the 67% of 
the class agreed using traffic lights would improve their learning even before using the self 
assessment strategy. Of the six focus pupils three (pupils A, B, D) chose to answer yes, one 
pupil answered No (pupil E) and two pupils answered Don’t Know (Pupils C, F). Figure 2 
shows the results of the questionnaire at the end of the four week period with almost all 
pupils in the class choosing to answer yes in that using traffic lights does help to improve 
their learning, no one in the class opted to say no and two pupils chose to answer don’t know. 
All pupils in the focus group chose to answer yes in this questionnaire.  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2  

Whole Class- Which method of self assessment do you prefer?  
Traffic light marking trays  5 pupils 
Traffic light teacher stamp 24 pupils 
 

Figure 1 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2  

Whole	Class	Ques,onaire	-	Does	using	traffic	lights	to	self	
assess	my	work	help	improve	my	learning?	

Yes	 No		 Don’t	Know	



 

 

Conclusions 

This enquiry was completed over a four week period, and despite this relatively short period 
of time, the data collected during this enquiry suggests an improvement of overall 
understanding of self assessment. The use of traffic light finished work trays seemed to deter 
pupils from self assessing accurately, pupils placed finished tasks in the green. Upon 
speculation this seemed to be due to not wanting peers to know they were struggling of show 
a lack understanding of the learning in a way that peers could easily see. When asked towards 
the end of the investigation during informal conversations the blank traffic light teacher 
stamp was deemed to be the preferred method (See table 2). When asked to expand on this 
several pupils explained they preferred it as they could self assess maths tasks without other 
children seeing. This seems to suggest children having a lack of confidence in sharing the self 
assessment of their own learning. Some data collected was from a very small sample group of 
focus children who were all working at the same level therefore results are not relevant to the 
whole class. Yet questionnaires on the impact of self assessment at the beginning of the 
investigation and end were completed by the whole class.  Overall the impact of introducing 
traffic lights as a form of self assessment in the classroom has been a beneficial one and has 
had resulted in a positive effect on pupils learning as well as teaching in the classroom.  

Implications for Future Practice 

Due to the experiences during this enquiry I will continue to use traffic light self assessment 
strategies within the classroom. I plan to explore more ways to do this and possibly develop it 
to be used in a way which pupils can inform me of how they are coping with the task whilst 
completing it. This way I can identify pupils needing assistance during learning episodes 
rather than after and support them immediately. I would also adapt traffic light assessment 
strategy to include a pupil comment or explanation as to why they have chosen that particular 
colour particularly if they have coloured red or amber. Leaving a specific comment will allow 

Whole	Class	Ques,onnaire	-	Does	using	traffic	lights	to	self	
assess	my	work	help	improve	my	learning?	(End	of	4	week	

period)	

Yes	 No	 Don't	Know		



me as a teacher to ensure I recap effectively during the next lesson as well as encourage 
pupils to take responsibility for their learning and next steps.  

 

Bibliography 

Black, P & Wilian, D (1998), Inside the Black Box: Raising standards through classroom 
assessment, School of Education, Kings College, London, United Kingdom  

Scottish Executive (2006) Getting it Right For Every Child, available online at 
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/People/Young-People/gettingitright  

Scottish Government (2011) Curriculum for Excellence, Building the Curriculum 5: A 
Framework for Assessment, available online at 
http://www.gov.scot/resource/doc/341834/0113711.pdf  


