
Practitioner Enquiry: Megan Hailstones 
Group: 1A 

Exploring the effects of using a desk-based traffic light system in the classroom. 

Rationale 
The school’s ethos and policies really resonated with me as they were extremely passionate 
about celebrating achievement, in all forms, not just academically. Therefore, I felt it was 
important to emulate this within my practice, something that is also supported by various 
theorists including that of Hutchinson and Hayward (2005). It is important as 
practitioners that we support the needs of our young people within the classroom to help 
enhance and support learning as well as achievement. Something of great importance within 
the classroom should be to not only support learning but encourage confidence, particularly 
when seeking help regarding a task they do not fully comprehend. Achieving this subtly 
would be the key to success as it would avoid pupils being singled out for their 
differences and drawing further attention to them (Riddell, 2009). Due to a desire to subtly 
increase learner’s confidence within my classroom I began exploring formative assessment 
methods with my colleagues.  

Formative assessment has become an integral part of teaching and learning with focus being 
placed on Assessment is For Learning (AiFL) strategies in response to the Curriculum for 
Excellence (CfE), (Bryce et al., 2013). These methods utilised to not only track and monitor 
pupil progress in relation to achievement but begin to provide them with the means and 
support to begin self-assessment resulting in learners taking true ownership of their own 
learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998). There are many methods that can be used to aid 
assessment. The way in which this enquiry progressed was by exploring what impact the 
implementation of a desk-based traffic light system would have on learners within the 
classroom. 

Aim 
This enquiry will explore the effects of using a desk-based traffic light system in the 
classroom in relation to achievement. 

Methodology 
This enquiry took place over the course of four weeks with a mixed ability second year class. 
Due to the nature of the subject having both practical and written elements the focus of the 
enquiry was based around written elements of work due to the desk-based nature of the 
enquiry. As detailed before, I felt it was important to use a system that was understated and 
would assist more subdued pupils seeking out the help that they require to complete tasks 
within the classroom. Three colour-coded pieces of card held together by a piece of string 
were given to each pupil (appendix 1).  Pupils were consulted both formally and informally 
about how they felt about the use of the system in place. To ensure pupil voice was respected 
and expressed without constraints pupils were provided with the opportunity to hand in 
anonymous exit passes – post-it notes in which they could detail their experiences and 
responses to the enquiry. 



Findings 
Prior to the introduction of the traffic light system the following question was put on the 
board: Do you ask your teacher for help during class? A class discussion about the question 
then took place, with pupils relating this to how confident they are asking for help in class. 
The class then recorded using traffic-lights how they felt: green (always), orange (sometimes) 
and red (never). It was undertaken using this process as the post-it notes struggled to stay 
attached to the board and it also meant that pupils could keep their answers anonymous. The 
results of this are shown in the bar graph below; 

 

 

 

 

Upon reflection of the chart above it was clear that the majority of pupils felt comfortable 
with seeking help from myself of their own accord without the use of a desk-based traffic 
light system. Pupils were then provided with their own personal colour-coded pieces of card 
that you can see pictured in appendix 1. In the middle of the enquiry the class were then 
given the same question and just as before a classroom discussion took place. Pupils 
highlighted that the ethos present in the classroom was a major factor in how they had 
originally responded to the question and determined how comfortable and confident they felt, 
not just with seeking out help but general classroom participation. The discussion also 
showed that pupils felt indifferent about the use of the system as most pupils felt comfortable 
enough to ask for help as and when required. However, it became apparent that some of the 
quieter pupils were becoming more confident in seeking out help from their peers during the 
lesson or seeking clarification of homework tasks at the end of the lesson. The question 
which was conducted in the same manner as before produced the results as can be seen in the 
bar graph below; 

 

Green	 Orange	 Red	
Beginning	of	Enquiry	 9	 6	 3	

BEGINNING	OF	ENQUIRY	



 

 

The same question was asked at the end of the enquiry and further discussion took place with 
pupils. Pupils were keen to share their thoughts on the system and said that having this in 
place made them think more carefully about the task they were going to complete, asking 
themselves if they truly understood the task and were they able to complete it to the best of 
their ability. The question at this point gave the following data which is detailed in the graph 
below; 

 

 

 

Green	 Orange	 Red	
Beginning	of	Enquiry	 9	 6	 3	

Middle	of	Enquiry	 11	 5	 2	

MIDDLE	OF	ENQUIRY	

Green	 Orange	 Red	
Beginning	of	the	Enquiry	 9	 6	 3	

Middle	of	the	Enquiry	 11	 5	 2	

End	of	the	Enquiry	 12	 3	 2	

END	OF	ENQUIRY	



 

 

Although there is not much change in the data it is possible to detect that pupils are becoming 
more confident in seeking help from their teacher in relation to the data it could be 
determined through further discussion with pupils that it was a safe and friendly environment 
that had an impact on how pupils felt about seeking within the classroom. Pupils, when ask to 
reflect upon the desk-based traffic light system detailed that they felt this particular type of 
self-assessment would be most beneficial during ‘exam like conditions’ as they didn’t want to 
draw attention to themselves when completing silent tasks and felt that this strategy would be 
best utilised in this situation to seek help from a teacher. When asked if pupils would like to 
continue using this system the following responses were given; 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
This enquiry has shown that although assessment is necessary to monitor pupil progress and 
achievement, the ethos that is created in the classroom also has a detrimental effect on the 
learning and teaching that takes place. The atmospheres we create and the relationships that 
we as teachers build with the young people in our classrooms are fundamental to a positive 
and successful schooling experience (Pollard and Anderson, 2008). It is through this that 
teachers can begin to see the best way in which to educate those in our classrooms and 
employ the strategies that best suit the requirements of each learner and keep variety in the 
classroom to support those needs (Guskey, 2005). It is important to note that although the 
traffic light cards were not used by all pupils, they did serve their purpose in encouraging 
pupils to take ownership of their learning by developing their confidence to recognise their 
own level of understanding and seek out the necessary help to achieve success. I think I will 

53%	

21%	

26%	

DESK-BASED	TRAFFIC	LIGHT	SYSTEM	

Definitely	 Maybe	 No	



continue to use this system when pupils are completing silent tasks as this is something that 
they have suggested themselves. 

Next Steps 
It is undeniable that self-reflection and self-assessment are crucial to a learner’s journey to 
success, an example of this being desk-based traffic light systems that were used in this 
enquiry which have merely just scratched the surface. However, it is also of great importance 
to expose pupils to a range of methods so that they can not only find what best works for 
them but teachers can work collaboratively with pupils on the journey to achievement by both 
participating in self-reflection/assessment to further better ourselves. 

 

 

Appendix 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

I totally understand 

I do not understand 

I sort of understand 
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