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Rationale  

Assessment is an integral part of teaching and allows teachers to tailor their teaching to meet 
the needs of their learners Bartlett (2015). A form of assessment for learning that can be used 
in the classroom is self-assessment. Self-assessment encourages students to be leaders of their 
own learning and formative assessment in the form of self-assessment can help teachers to 
identify and focus on each child’s individual needs. This allows them to provide appropriate 
support and challenge for these needs Wiliam (2016). I believe that it is important to 
encourage children to take ownership for their work and was interested in exploring the link 
between self-assessment in the classroom and children identifying areas in which they 
required extra support in their learning. I was keen to find a way to encourage children to 
reflect on their learning and become more confident in seeking support, where required, so 
decided to focus my enquiry of self-assessment on desk-based traffic light systems.  

Aims  

The aim of this enquiry was to introduce a structured, desk-based self-assessment strategy 
and measure the increase in confidence and self-awareness of the children in my class. One of 
the aims of assessment for learning is to allow learners to identify where they need support 
and ensure that they know how to access this support Jones (2005).  

Methodology 

In the class, children were not asking for help and then were either not completing a task or 
were not achieving the success criteria. This was identified as a barrier to their learning. This 
may have been due to children not having the confidence or self-awareness to ask for help 
and so a discrete desk-based system that would allow children to non-verbally communicate 
that they required support was introduced. To encourage children to self-assess their work 
throughout the task they were allowed to use the traffic lights at any time. They were also 
asked to stop after 15 minutes of working, to read over their work and update their traffic 
light to show their self-assessment. The aim was to allow identification of children who were 
struggling and provide them with targeted support.  

The enquiry was carried out over a four-week period with a primary 2 (P.2) class of 24 
children who have a range of needs and abilities. Each child was provided with a personal set 
of traffic light coloured cards that had their school photograph on the front. Personalising the 
cards was designed to encourage the children to use and take care of their cards and meant 
that it was easy to identify who did not have their set. The school currently uses ‘green to be 
seen, pink for think’ in assessment so a pink card was used in place of a red card to reduce 
confusion.  



The cards were made available to the children to use throughout the day but it was mandatory 
to use them during social studies lessons about animals around the world. This included 
taught writing lessons that involved using notes to write an information report. In order for 
the children to use their cards effectively, they were introduced with clear and concise 
instructions and the class teacher modelled how to use them every day for the first week. 
Children were encouraged to consider their success criteria (SC) for the lesson and self-assess 
if these were being achieved. During taught writing lessons, the children were instructed to 
use the cards when considering their ‘keys to success’. At the midpoint when everyone was to 
stop and self-assess the teacher called out the SC or keys to success. Throughout the lesson, 
the class teacher verbally reminded children of their SC or keys to success.  

Findings 

At the start of the enquiry, the P.2 class were asked  the question: Do you ask for help in the 
classroom? They could answer by sticking a post it note under yes, sometimes or no. Out of 
24, 20 were present and answered the question. The photo below shows that of the 20 who 
answered 11 answered yes, 6 answered sometimes and 3 answered no.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Later that day during a 50-minute lesson, a record of how many children asked for help was 
discreely taken using a class list and tally marks. Although 20 children had said that they 
asked for help in the classroom, only seven children asked for help during the lesson (see 
Appendix 1). They were provided with support and went on to achieve the learning in the 
time given. Six other children did not achieve the learning in this lesson but did not ask for 
help.  

At the end of week two, the same question was asked. The answers from the class were quite 
similar to the first response with 11 out of 21 children saying that they asked for help.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Again, a record was kept of who asked for help during a 50-minute lesson on the same day, 
using the traffic light cards (see Appendix 2). During this observation, less children were 
recorded as asking for help and a higher number did not achieve the learning, including not 
completing the task in the time given. The observation of the teacher was that the cards were 
still a novelty and a distraction to the class despite them being used for two weeks.  

At the end of the fourth week, the same question was asked to the class. The results were 
quite different with some children changing to saying that they did not ask for help in the 

classroom. Five children answered yes, 12 answered sometimes and six answered no.  

 



A final observation of the learners during a 50-minute lesson was recorded and the results 
found that 11 children did not ask for help and did not achieve the learning (Appendix 3). The 
teacher observed that despite the strategy being in place in the class for four weeks and 
children having regular opportunities to use the cards, they were still causing a distraction to 
the learners. They became focussed on the cards rather than the task and therefore did not 
achieve the learning in the time given.    

Conclusion 

The aim of introducing the desk-based self-assessment strategy was to encourage children to 
self-assess and increase their self-awareness. The hope was that increasing their self-
awareness would allow them to identify where they had not met their targets and ask for 
support from their teacher. However, the number of children not asking for help and not 
achieving their target increased over the four week enquiry.  

It is important to consider the limitations of this enquiry, it was a small scale study both in 
terms of the size of the study and the time period that it was carried out in. The cards were 
still a novelty at the end of the study, using them for a longer period of time may have 
reduced this limitation. It can be concluded from the data and information gathered during 
this enquiry that this particular form of self-assessment was not effective for the Primary Two 
class that it was used with. 

Implications for future practice 

This investigation has developed understanding of the obstacles that a self-assessment 
strategy that uses concrete materials can have with younger pupils. It would be interesting to 
carry out a similar study with a class of primary 6 or 7 pupils to see if this would remove the 
novelty of the cards. Upon completing the study, it was decided not to continue using the 
cards in the class for self-assessment. However, since then use has been made of the ‘thumb 
or fist' strategy to communicate understanding throughout my lessons rather than just during 
the introduction. This has been encouraging the learners to stop and consider if they are 
achieving the success criteria before continuing. Different types of self-assessment will 
continue to be sought to promote assessment is for learning in the classroom.  

Appendix 1 

Record of children who used the traffic light system to communicate that they required help 
during 50 minute lesson at start of enquiry compared with teacher assessment of work using 
success criteria.  

Asked for help. 
Achieved learning 

Did not ask for help. 
Achieved learning   

Asked for help. 
Did not achieve 
learning 

Did not ask for help. 
Did not achieve 
learning (including 
completion of task) 

7 7 0 6 
 

Appendix 2 



Record of children who used the traffic light system to communicate that they required help 
during 50 minute lesson at mid-point (end of week 2) of enquiry compared with teacher 
assessment of work using success criteria.  

Asked for help. 
Achieved learning 

Did not ask for help. 
Achieved learning   

Asked for help. 
Did not achieve 
learning 

Did not ask for help. 
Did not achieve 
learning (including 
completion of task). 

4 7 0 10 
 

Appendix 3 

Record of children who used the traffic light system to communicate that they required help 
during 50 minute lesson at end of week 4 of enquiry compared with teacher assessment of 
work using success criteria.  

Asked for help. 
Achieved learning 

Did not ask for help. 
Achieved learning   

Asked for help. 
Did not achieve 
learning 

Did not ask for help. 
Did not achieve 
learning (including 
completion of task). 

5 6 1 11 
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