
 

 
What happens in the classroom when traffic lights are used as a self-assessment tool? 
 
Amy Thompson 
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Rationale 
Education Scotland (2005) state that Assessment is For Learning (AiFL) is beneficial for 
improving children’s learning and life chances, which is highly important. Assessment can 
also strengthen teacher judgement as Wiliam (2011) highlights that formative assessment 
may not necessarily cause a teacher to modify their practice, but may more simply enable a 
teacher to confirm that their practice has been successful. When engaging in self-assessment, 
pupils are given more agency, and being able to assess their own work can allow them to 
identify next steps in their learning (Harris & Brown, 2018). Self-assessment can allow pupils 
to reflect on their own learning. It can also allow teachers to assess pupils’ understanding. 
AiFL through self-assessment is an important tool for the primary classroom, and is therefore 
a relevant strategy to embed in practice. 

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to investigate the impact of introducing traffic lights in my 
classroom as a self-assessment tool. 

 
Methodology  
This enquiry was conducted with a Primary 3/4/5 class of 19 pupils with a wide spread of 
abilities and needs. It was undertaken over a 4 week period during mathematics lessons, and 
data was collected once per week. There were two different methods used for the enquiry. 
 
The following methods were implemented: 

• Traffic- light fans (pupils used these during the lesson to self-assess) 
• Traffic-light dots (pupils used at the end of the lesson to self-assess) 

 
To track how learners were coping with mathematics work, traffic-light self-assessment fans 
were used to observe how pupils were coping during a lesson. To track how they coped with 
the lesson overall in a more evident way, children self-assessed their mathematics work with 
a traffic light dot. This would allow targeted support to pupils during lessons, and track 
progress to inform planning. It would also allow pupils to view their progress and set targets. 
 
The first self-assessment strategy implemented was traffic light fans that the pupils used 
whilst doing their work to indicate how they were coping with it. Pupils had 3 fans to choose 
from: green, amber or red. In order to introduce this method, the teacher had to explain to the 



children how to use them correctly. Pupils placed the green fan facing up on their desk if they 
were coping well with their task and did not require help. An amber fan indicated that they 
required a little help but could make an attempt. A red fan indicated that the pupil required 
support as they did not understand the task or found it too difficult. The teacher and ASNA 
were then able to support pupils throughout the lesson who had a red or amber fan on their 
desk, who may not normally have verbally asked for help. Frequency of pupils showing 
which colour of fan was observed and noted by teacher observation at the end of the lesson as 
data. 
 
The second method used was traffic light dots. This was a different approach than the first, as 
this was used at the end of the lesson rather than during. Children self-assessed their work at 
the end of the lesson by placing a red, amber or green dot at the top right hand corner of their 
worksheet or jotter. A green dot indicated that they thought they had coped well with the task. 
An amber dot indicated that they got on okay with the task but that some answers may be 
wrong. A red dot indicated that they struggled with the task. The teacher then noted the 
correlation between the self-assessment dot and evidence from marking to check for accuracy 
and honesty. This data was also recorded once per week. 
 
A questionnaire was given on the final day of the data collection of the enquiry, to collect 
pupils’ perception of the value of traffic lights. 
 
Findings  
The findings of this enquiry derive from the professional observations of pupil’s reactions 
and dialogue within the classroom, data from the jotter, and from pupil feedback through the 
use of a questionnaire at the end of the enquiry. 
 
Traffic Light Fans 
 
Traffic light fans used by learners during the lesson proved a means of seeing, at a glance, 
who required support during a task. Being able to support children showing an amber or red 
fan was more effective than not knowing that they required help until the end of the lesson 
through their self-assessment dot. As the topic developed, fewer pupils were showing an 
amber or red fan. This was because gaps in knowledge were being identified and rectified 
through the 1-1 support. Further explanation had been given to those who required help, and 
they progressively got more confident as they no longer required support, evidenced through 
showing a green fan more often as the enquiry progressed. 
 
 
Traffic Light Dot in Jotter 
 
Having pupils self-assess at the end of the lesson by using a traffic light dot in their jotter 
proved to be an effective strategy for keeping track of pupil’s self-assessment over the 4 
weeks. It was effective for checking for honesty and accuracy in self-assessments when 
compared to actual answers. Some younger children tended to select green at the beginning 



of the enquiry when they had not coped well, whereas some older children had been harsher 
on themselves in selecting amber and red when they had coped well. Data was taken of the 
number of pupils selecting a particular colour over the 4 weeks (see Figure 1). Teaching 
points were then re-explained for those showing amber or red dots. The results show that by 
week 4, most pupils had used a green dot to self-assess their work. 
 
Figure 1. 
 
Week Green Amber Red 
1 5 9 5 
2 9 7 3 
3 13 5 1 
4 15 4 0 
 
 
Questionnaire 
 
19 pupils were asked to fill out a questionnaire at the end of the study. See Figure 2. 
 
Figure 2. 

                     
In response to question 2, most children indicated that they notice an improvement in their 
learning (see Figure 3). 



Figure 3. 
Do you think using traffic light fans has improved your learning? 
Response Yes No 
Number of Pupils 16 3 
 
Some responses from ‘yes’ voters, included ‘I get help quicker as my teacher and rest of my 
group can look out for a red or amber fan’. A pupil also stated ‘I usually get embarrassed to 
ask for help so this isn’t as noticeable for my friends in the class’. Pupils realise the benefits 
of using self-assessment fans. However, one pupil responded ‘the teacher sometimes doesn’t 
notice the red fan’. Therefore, at times the fans have proved to be an unsuccessful strategy 
due to teaching other groups at the time when other pupils had been on task. 
 
In response to question 4, all children indicated that their learning had improved (see Figure 
4).  
 
Figure 4. 
Do you think using traffic light dots has improved your learning? 
Response Yes No 
Number of Pupils 19 0 
 
Pupil comments on the questionnaire included ‘I show a green light more often now because 
my teacher has helped me when I was showing red lights’ and ‘I can see myself getting better 
at maths’. Pupils are able to correlate using the dots with receiving extra support. 
 
Conclusions 
To conclude, the use of traffic lights for self-assessment has been beneficial for both pupils 
and teacher. Using traffic light fans during mathematics allowed targeted support to pupils. 
Pupils have also been exhibiting evidence of peer support when a classmate used an amber or 
red traffic light fan. Some noted they find it less embarrassing than asking for help verbally, 
suggesting that some pupils feel pressured to avoid asking for help. Pupils recognised that 
they had gradually been showing the green fan more often, and see the benefits of using the 
fans. This method was difficult to keep track of- as, when directly teaching other groups, the 
teacher was often unable to check the fans of another group who were on task. However it 
was still a valuable method, as it was being used within a lesson rather than discovering 
someone was stuck when jotters were marked after school. 
Traffic light dots were easier to track, as the evidence was readily available in jotters. The 
downfall was that these could only usually be checked at the end of the school day when 
marking. The method was valuable as honesty and accuracy could be checked in correlation 
to actual correct answers. A correlation was found between the younger P3 pupils lacking 
honesty in their self-assessment as some were selecting a green dot when much of their 
answers were wrong. A possible conclusion is that younger pupils aim to please the teacher. 
In converse, some older pupils were harsher in selecting an amber or red dot when their work 
was good, and therefore it can be concluded that they may not want to select green for fear of 
failure that some answers may be incorrect. 



Implications for Future Practice 
I will continue using traffic lights as a self-assessment tool in the classroom. I will continue 
to use both fan and dot methods in mathematics, and encourage the element of honesty in 
self-assessment. Pupils like using traffic light methods, and they are beneficial for both pupils 
and teacher. It allows pupils to be supported more quickly by an adult or classmate, is a less 
embarrassing or obvious way of asking for help, and allows pupils to keep track of their 
progress. Due to the success, I will look to introducing this in other curricular areas. 
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