
Practioner Enquiry: Thomas Taylor 

Group 1A 

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

 

Rationale 

Assessment is an essential component of all learning and teaching as it is the means through 
which both pupil and teacher can gauge a learner’s progress and plan an appropriate learner 
journey to access their potential.  Formative assessment is defined as such, as it must use 
feedback to inform and modify learning and teaching as stated by Black and William (1998). 
Formative assessment takes many forms from use of effective questioning, providing 
thorough feedback, as well as engaging in peer and self-assessment, Taras (2010). At the very 
foundation of all formative assessment is assessing the impact of teaching on pupil progress 
as well as identifying the gaps in a learner’s understanding to help direct them towards 
bridging said gaps, Vygotsky (1978). Assessment is For Learning strategies (AiFL) also have 
a part to play when it comes to the Scottish curriculum with the focus of ‘Getting It Right For 
Every Child’, as they can provide a subtle means to differentiate learning and teaching in 
order to be inclusive to all pupils. There are those who suggest that a subtle approach to 
differentiation, accepting difference as opposed to spotlighting it, is the best way to be an 
inclusive practitioner, Riddlle (2009) 

Aim 

To assess the effectiveness of a desk-based traffic lighting system in relation to pupil 
confidence. 

Methodology  

The main resource used throughout this enquiry were three colour coded pieces of card to 
signify pupils’ level of comprehension. Each pupil had a set of cards and would simply place 
the card which applied to them on top, making it clearly visible. The enquiry was carried out 
over a period of four weeks with a mixed ability second year high school class of 
approximately thirty pupils. At three distinct stages throughout the process pupils where 
asked: “Do you ask your teacher for help during class” ? This was asked at the beginning of 
the enquiry to provide a baseline of how comfortable the class already were with seeking 
assistance, midway through the intervention to assess engagement with the traffic lighting 
system and finally at the end of the enquiry to give a final overview of how much impact the 
intervention had. A class discussion and exit pass where also carried out upon completion of 
the enquiry to gauge pupils’ opinions of the system. 

Findings 

The findings of this enquiry were generated by pupil feedback throughout the process 
through both a recurring targeted question with set responses as well as an ‘exit pass’ upon 
completion of the enquiry where pupils expressed their views on the intervention via a post-it 
note. The data collected as well as professional observations form the basis of  findings. At 
the beginning of the process the pupils where asked the closed question for the first time: Do 
you ask your teacher for help during class? As we can see from the graph below at this point 
the majority of the class stated that they felt comfortable seeking assistance with 17 of 26 
respondents answering always with Seven choosing sometimes and two pupils saying never. 



These results stayed virtually identical at the midpoint in the process which it could be 
assumed is because  pupils were still coming to grips with the intervention. 

At the end stage of the enquiry, there is some progress with 19 of the 26 pupils surveyed 
suggesting they now always asked for help, with seven selecting sometimes and perhaps 
more significantly no pupils answering never. The class discussion and exit pass upon 
completion of the enquiry gave a true gauge of how pupils felt about the traffic light system 
with many respondents stating that it was a “good idea” and others suggesting it “made them 
more likely to ask for help”, whilst there were a significant number that said it did not suit 
them as they “already felt able to ask for help in class”. Many pupils also seemed frequently 
distracted by the novelty of the intervention which could cause them to lose focus on the task 
at hand, having a negative impact on learning and teaching.  

 

Based on classroom observations throughout the process, a desk-based traffic light system 
could be useful to assess some pupils understanding. However, the benefit is very much 
dependent on the pupils using it. All members of the class who took part in this enquiry 
engaged with the desk-based traffic lighting system, however, it had a very limited impact on 
learning and teaching with the class. Despite there being signs that the intervention could 
have a positive influence on those pupils whom felt less at ease when asking for help initially, 
the nominal difference the intervention seemed to have, coupled with the distraction and 
disruption caused to the other pupils in the cohort would suggest that an alternative strategy 
should be explored.  Most pupils made it clear through written feedback that whilst they 
believed the use of a traffic light system to check their understanding and request assistance 
could be useful, they felt that as most of the class already felt at ease when seeking 
assistance, it did not suit the dynamic of their class. Based on these assertions this 
methodology may be more effective in lower school classes with pupils that lack confidence 
to seek help when struggling with a task. 

However, it could be argued that the findings of this enquiry must be considered limited in 
their insight. To truly assess the impact of this intervention, a significantly larger sample size 
of pupils would be required and a longer period to carry out an effective assessment of the 
impacts of this intervention. 

Overall the desk-based traffic lighting system could not be considered a positive intervention 
for this cohort of pupils. The positives gained from introducing it to the class where far 
outweighed by the disruption it generated for pupils, with the majority feeling the received no 
benefit from it and those who did benefit only doing so marginally. 
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Implications for future practice  

This enquiry showed that the use of certain AiFL strategies such as a traffic lighting system 
can provide pupils with a subtle and effective means of self-assessment and can aid 
differentiation. The use of self-assessment allows the teacher to target those most in need 
whilst simultaneously allowing highly able pupils to work with a certain degree of autonomy. 
However, the usefulness of this teaching strategy may be limited depending on the 
composition of the class. A class which is already at ease with the concept of seeking 
assistance when struggling may not engage with this method of self-assessment. 
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