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An enquiry into the effectiveness of desk-based traffic light systems. 

 

Rationale 

Educational assessment is a key component of the learning process, as it provides both 
educators and learners with a systematic approach to identify areas of strength and those 
which require further development.  

In the area of assessment, formative assessment has become a significant focus for much 
educational theory, adhering to popular constructivist learning; taking precedence over rote 
learning which is traditionally found in summative assessment. Black and Wiliam (1998) 
believe formative assessment is at the heart of effective teaching (1998:2), as it both supports 
and assesses a child’s progression continuously. This notion is backed by the Curriculum for 
Excellence from the Scottish Government (2011) whereby it is recognised that children 
develop when formative assessment is being used in the classroom, as they are given the 
opportunity to think independently and develop their confidence through thinking about and 
reflecting on their own learning. 

As a group having to consider various stages and backgrounds, we decided on this focus as it 
is something that can be applied and is beneficial to children at any stage of their learning 
journey. As educators we feel that children can sometimes be reluctant to share concerns 
about their own learning and thus we wanted to come up with a method that could allow 
children to self-assess without having to do so in an outward social setting in front of peers 
where judgements could be made.  

Black and Wiliam (1998) found that children who require support with their learning saw an 
increased positive impact using formative assessment than children who require extra 
challenge. Having recognised this and acknowledging that part of my school improvement 
plan is to improve attainment within maths, I decided self-assessment would be a beneficial 
focus as these findings suggest that it would have a positive impact in reducing the attainment 
gap. The Scottish Attainment Challenge is the focus of much current educational policy and 
this can be seen through the various policies introduced by the Scottish Government (2015). 
My hopes for the enquiry were that this would allow me to target the children who feel they 
need extra support, or indeed the children who may need more challenge and, therefore, 
overall raise achievement within maths.  

Aims 

The aim of the enquiry was to find what impact, if any, introducing a desk-based traffic light 
system as a method of self-assessment had on improving children’s confidence in themselves. 
During this particular enquiry, this assessment method was used during maths lessons. 

 



Methodology  

This enquiry was carried out over a four-week period and involved a class of 23 Primary 2 
children, all with different abilities within mathematics. As it is a class with a range of 
abilities, often the highly able children can dominate when it comes to reporting back using 
self-assessment. As the children are so young, most between 5 and 6, self-assessment can 
often lose its meaning. Children within the class have been known to self-assess based on 
what a friend thinks or when using the traffic light system, choosing a colour because they 
have a particular preference over the others. At the beginning of the enquiry the children 
were asked: How comfortable are you in asking your teacher for help when you don’t 
understand? This was to gauge how comfortable and confident the children were at using 
self-assessment and taking action on it in front of a room filled with 22 other children.  

A desk-based enquiry was chosen so that the children would feel comfortable expressing 
their need for support as opposed to doing so in a social context where peer pressure and 
opinions could come into conflict with their desire to express their needs. The children used 
traffic light cards at their desks during maths lessons and were supported accordingly.  

In order to measure if this was successful or not a range of data was collected. As previously 
mentioned, the children were asked a question and responded via an exit pass. The children 
were given a post it notes and stuck it under the answer they felt was most appropriate to 
them. These were used at two points throughout the enquiry to assess how confident the 
children felt when self-assessing and as a result asking for help. In addition to this, teacher 
observation was used and recorded in the form of a journal. Informal discussions were also 
undertaken with the children to measure their confidence when asking for help and photos 
were taken as evidence of the children engaging with the aims of the enquiry.  

Findings  

Exit Pass 

As part of the enquiry the children answered an initial question using exit passes (Appendix 
1). From this it seems that most children said that they either did not like to ask for help or 
never ask for help. However, from teacher observation it was clear to see that the children 
were actually voting depending on where friends were placing their post it note and were not 
voting based on their individual experiences or needs. This meant that the results included in 
Appendix 1 are not a true reflection of the class.  

The initial question was asked again at the end of the enquiry and it was evident that more of 
the children felt comfortable using the desk-based system as opposed to openly asking for 
help by raising their hand (Appendix 2). It was observed throughout the enquiry that this 
method benefitted children where self-confidence is an issue. From the picture it is evident to 
see that more children said they asked for help all of the time, the second time around. This 
was mainly due to using the cards and children being able to ask for help without having to 
do so publicly.  

 

 

 



Observation  

From teacher observation it was clear to see that most children were engaging well with the 
traffic light cards. Upon reflection the resources themselves were not very durable and started 
to fall apart during the enquiry. Initially our own resources were made because it was not 
possible to find any resources with positive language. However, moving forward stronger 
materials should be used to make the cards to ensure they last longer, as it often became time 
consuming at the beginning of lessons when cards had fallen off.      

In terms of the enquiry itself, it was often noted that children in the class used their cards as a 
means of comfort (Appendix 3). Appendix 3 is an example of a child who was more than 
capable of carrying out the task, however, wanted comfort from adult interaction. This was a 
common theme and some children who were more than capable were using the cards in order 
to get attention for a little while. This was problematic in itself as there were children within 
the classroom who really needed help. Expectations were discussed numerous times, 
however, children still continued to do so. In addition to this, some children in the class who 
did need help often were not turning their card to red or orange and as a result professional 
judgement was used to help the children.  

This system did in fact help the children in the class who are lacking in self-confidence. It 
was beneficial to them and aided their learning as they did not have to openly ask for help in 
a social context and they were able to do so more discretely.  

Pupil discussions  

When engaging in a discussion with the children it was evident to see that the majority of 
children felt that it did not impact their learning. Roughly 70% of the children in the class felt 
the cards did not help and did not want or need to use them. Some children noted that the 
cards were more of an annoyance than good and that it took longer to flip colours as opposed 
to simply putting your hand up for help. As observed, the children who are not overly 
confident within the class were the children who did see the benefits and wanted to continue 
using the cards. One child stated that the cards meant you did not have to put your hand up 
and wait on your teacher. Whilst observing these children’s responses it was clear that there 
was no direct link to improving their learning but it was more of an issue with confidence and 
protecting themselves from openly having to ask for help.  

Conclusion  

This enquiry was completed over a four-week period and thus time constraints impacted on 
the success of this enquiry. As it was restricted to mathematics lessons, this also affected the 
enquiry and upon reflection it should be used in various curricular areas to improve the 
children’s confidence and engagement with the cards.  Many children seemed to use the cards 
as a means of seeking teacher attention or children did not use the cards as they were so 
engaged in their learning they did not think to stop and assess. However, it was beneficial to 
the children who did not like openly asking for help in front of the class and for this reason 
use will continue over the next few weeks.  Overall the experience of introducing this enquiry 
did not have a massive positive impact on all of the children. Therefore, due to the short 
timescale the children sometimes did not use the cards for the right reasons and used time 
that children who need extra support would have benefitted from.  



Implications for Future Practice 

Upon reflection the traffic light self-assessment system will continue to be used in the 
classroom, however, in a different style. Stampers will be used to allow the children to self-
assess as this is a more private method. Traffic light trays have recently been introduced so 
that the children can self-assess using these and this has allowed tailoring of teaching to the 
needs of the children. Going forward the same enquiry should be tried with the upper school 
to see the impact this would have on the children’s ability to self-assess and raise confidence 
within their own ability.  
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