
Use of Traffic Lighting to Evaluate Pupil Progress.  
 
Rationale 
 
‘Raising Attainment’ and ‘Closing the Gap’ are key phrases used within Scottish educational 
policy. However, as practitioners, how do we ensure that we are achieving these goals? One 
of the six drivers in the current National Improvement Framework is ‘Assessment of 
Children’s Progress’. In its most recent publication, The National Improvement Framework 
(2019) states that this driver is important as it focuses on increasing the range of evidence 
being collected. The evidence will help support and improve health and wellbeing, raising 
attainment and closing the poverty-related gap. This will additionally be supported by 
National Standardised Assessments and teachers’ professional judgement.  
 
As professionals, we are required to produce our professional judgements annually, focussed 
on pupil achievement of the Curriculum for Excellence benchmarks. To assess learning, 
teachers use a variety of techniques and strategies. One approach to assessment of pupil 
progress is the use of Formative Assessment in the classroom. This technique in particular 
has been embedded into the current curriculum and is used to support and enhance the 
learning of pupils. In Building the Curriculum 5 (2011) there is an emphasis on engaging 
learners with their progress and achievement through providing time for them to be both 
evaluative and reflective. For this to be effective, the document notes that children should be 
supported in developing skills in self-, or peer-assessment. However, this is not new research.  
Sadler (1989) discussed that children can only improve their individual performance if they 
aware of their learning goal, their performance and can identify the action required to 
progress. This research argues that teacher professional judgement and assessment is only 
effective if the learners are aware of their own achievement and progress.  
 
It is important to develop an ethos where children utilise self-assessment as a resource. As 
practitioners we must use a variety of techniques regularly, providing time for the learners to 
develop the skill in identifying strengths and areas for development. This is necessary in the 
primary curriculum, as self-assessment will be more successful if children can engage with it 
independently. William and Black (2002) share that a simple and effective method to 
integrate self-assessment into daily practice is to allow children to use a traffic lighted 
system. This allows the learners to assess their work independently with the colours green, 
amber or red, according to their understanding. This provides children with a visual way to 
communicate their understanding or achievement of the goals set from their teacher. It also 
provides teachers with a simple strategy to evaluate pupil understanding and progress at a 
range of stages.  
 
Aims 
 
There were three key aims for this enquiry: 
 

1. To introduce traffic lights as a self-assessment method 
2. To use this self-assessment method to evaluate pupil learning 
3. To use self-assessment to inform next steps for both pupils and teachers 

 
 
 
 
Methodology 
 
The enquiry was carried out with a Primary 4 class which consisted of 20 pupils. The 
investigation focussed on the whole-class and included pupils with a range of Additional 
Support Needs (ASNs) and children who were supported by literacy interventions. These 
pupils were supported with a classroom assistant and had use of additional resources if 
required. Throughout the enquiry intervention there were occasional absences, therefore this 
could restrict the findings of these pupils. 



 
The enquiry was completed over four taught-writing lessons. The first lesson was used as a 
control, allowing the teacher to evaluate pupil learning without the use of self-assessment. 
Each week, the teacher provided pupils with specific success criteria. This was made with 
regard to the focussed writing genre and was discussed as the targets which children would 
later self-assess against. The success criteria were displayed on the interactive whiteboard 
and referred to throughout the lesson, providing children with opportunities to be evaluative 
of their work throughout the lesson. The role of the teacher throughout the enquiry was to 
facilitate the learning. This ensured that children were responsible for their own work and 
their success. 
 
The use of traffic lights as a self-assessment technique was already being used in the 
classroom, allowing the children to complete their assessments independently. However, in 
other curricular areas the use of traffic lights monitored how well the children understood the 
task or how well they completed a task overall. Therefore, a structured self-assessment 
template (Appendix 1) was used to gather the evidence for this enquiry. This template was 
consistent throughout the enquiry, but the learning intention and success criteria were 
amended to suit the writing genre. The template had two columns for traffic lighted 
assessment, which would be completed by the pupil and the teacher. It was hoped that pupils 
would be able to reflect more accurately against the success criteria and would then take 
more responsibility of their learning. 
 
At the end of each writing lesson children were provided with time to complete their self-
assessment. Pupils assessed their achievement of each target using the traffic light colours. 
Green, if they felt they had achieved the target fully. Orange if they felt they had almost met 
the target and red, if they felt they had not met the target to any extent. The teacher would 
then complete the teacher assessment. This would allow the teacher to evaluate the pupil 
learning and identify whether learners were successful in meeting their targets. This would 
then inform the teacher of next steps for individuals, the whole-class or for further planning. 
The completion of the teacher-assessment would also provide both the teacher, and pupil, 
with a visual comparison of the evaluations from both pupil and teacher. This was supported 
with formative feedback using the ‘two stars and a wish’ method, enhancing the children’s 
understanding of the evaluation provided by the teacher. 
 
A questionnaire was also used to gather evidence for this enquiry (Appendix 2). The 
questionnaire aimed to inform the teacher whether using traffic lights as a self-assessment 
technique is effective for the pupils. It asked three questions: 
 

• Do you like using the traffic lighted self-assessment strategy? 
• Do you know why you self-assess your work? 
• Do you try to improve on targets you assessed as orange or red? 

 
Findings 
 
Each week, the teacher collated the results from each self-assessment template. The results 
were assessed on whether the assessments from both pupil and teacher matched, almost 
matched or did not match at all. The enquiry categorised the term ‘almost matched’ as the 
assessment of only one success criteria not matching for both pupil and teacher. The results 
gathered are displayed in the table below: 
 
 Week 2 - Imaginative Week 3 - Recount Week 4 - Imaginative 
Matched 4 4 10 

Almost Matched 11 8 4 

Did Not Match 4 3 3 



Absent  1 5 3 

Total 20 20 20 

 
At the beginning of the enquiry, it was clear that some children could critically evaluate their 
work and therefore the assessment from both pupil and teacher matched. However, a high 
number of the pupil self-assessments did not match those of the teacher. When discussed with 
children, the teacher identified that children were not assessing their work on the 
achievement of each target, but rather how they felt they did. This outcome was highlighted 
in two ways. Firstly, when the teacher assessment was made the teacher could successfully 
identify that the targets were being achieved, yet the pupil had not acknowledged their 
success (Appendix 3). Secondly, once the teacher had completed marking, it was identified 
that the children’s indications of their success against each target were not accurate 
(Appendix 4). 
 
As the enquiry continued, it was clear that children were taking responsibility for their 
learning. Children were beginning to think critically about their work and reflecting honestly 
about their achievement against the success criteria provided. This was highlighted as their 
traffic-lighted assessments were showing an accurate indication of their success. This was 
also evidenced with the completed teacher-assessment. Which, towards the enquiry, was 
matching the children’s evaluations (Appendices 5 and 6).  
 
At the end of the enquiry, the children were presented with a questionnaire (Appendix 2) 
on their use of self-assessment. The children were asked three questions which evaluated 
their attitude and response to the use of traffic-lights in taught-writing. The results from the 
questionnaire are below: 
 
 Yes No Don’t 

Know 
I understand why I self-assess my work. 
 

14 2 4 

I like using the traffic-lights to self-assess my 
taught-writing. 

11 6 3 

I try my best to work on the areas I have 
marked as orange or red. 

12 5 2 

The questionnaire demonstrated that a total of 70% of pupils understood the use of self-
assessment, which a positive result. The questionnaire also highlighted that over 50% of the 
class enjoyed using the traffic-lights to assess their taught-writing, whilst trying their best to 
improve on the areas they had marked orange or red. This shows that the majority of the class 
were engaged with the technique in class. However, although this is a positive result, a 
quarter of the class still did not enjoy the use of traffic lights as a self-assessment strategy and 
did not aim to improve their work. 
 
Conclusions 
 
In conclusion, the data and information collected highlights that the use of traffic lights as a 
self-assessment technique can be effective in the primary classroom. Throughout the enquiry 
there was an increase in both the pupil and teacher assessment matching, showing that 
children were thinking more critically about their work. This was assisted by providing the 
children with clear success criteria, helping them focus on targets to achieve throughout their 
work. However, there were still instances where children did not show an improvement 
through their self-assessments. This perhaps could be due to confidence, a lack of 
understanding or that throughout, the success criteria continued to change. 
 
Throughout the enquiry, there were several absences, with week 3 highlighting a quarter of 
the pupils absent. It is unclear whether the attendance of these pupils would have shown a 



positive increase of children critically evaluating their work. If it had, the outcome for the 
results would have shown a significant correlation between the number of evaluations from 
both pupil and teacher matching, with the weekly use of traffic lights as a self-assessment 
method. This would therefore strengthen the findings of the enquiry, emphasising the success 
of traffic lights as a self-assessment technique.   
 
As a measure of pupil progress, the self-assessment method assisted the teacher in future 
planning and the creation of next steps. Using traffic lights allowed the children and teacher 
to evaluate the same body of work, thinking critically on the achievement of the targets for 
the lesson. The use of a visual colour ensured that the evaluations were user friendly and met 
the needs of all the learners in the class. However, the results of the questionnaire showed 
that some children still did not enjoy using the method and were unsure why they self-
assessed their work. Therefore, further teaching on the use of self-assessment is required for 
all the learners in the class to understand and use the method effectively. The teacher should 
also consider using a range of self-assessment methods to engage every learner in the class. 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
Throughout the enquiry children developed their skills in being both critical and reflective. 
Children should be provided with opportunities to build on this learning to help strengthen 
their confidence, whilst allowing them to see weekly progress and improvement. The teacher 
should ensure children are given time to complete their self-assessment. This should be 
supported by the teacher when introducing the use of self-assessment, with children working 
independently after a period of time. This would then allow the teacher to work closely with 
children who require additional support with completing the self-assessment accurately. Self-
assessment should focus on achievable targets, ensuring children are reflective of their 
achievement of individual targets, rather than an overall view representing their progress. In 
addition, the success criteria used should be the same throughout a set time period for 
children to clearly see the evidence of their own progress. 
 
As a tool for practitioners to evaluate the pupil learning, informing planning and next steps, it 
is has proved successful. If the traffic-lights were to indicate that a whole-class did not 
achieve a specific target, it could be said that further input or clearer communication is 
needed for the pupils to be successful. Practitioners should continue to build an ethos where 
self-assessment is part of daily practice and is used to inform the teaching and learning, 
benefiting all involved. This will allow practitioners to adapt their practice if required, 
providing support and challenge to the learners in the class. 
 
 
 
  



 
Appendices 
 
Appendix 1 – Structured Self-Assessment Template 
 
Learning Intention 
To create an alternative ending to a popular story 
Success Criteria SA TA 
I can remember to use my core targets   
I can continue to use the main characters   
I can write a sensible alternative ending to the story   
 
Appendix 2 – Pupil Questionnaire 
 
 Yes No Don’t Know 
I like using the traffic lights to self-assess my 
taught-writing. J L K 
I understand why I self-assess my work. J L K 
I try my best to work on the areas I have 
marked as orange or red. J L K 
 
Appendix 3 – Pupil Self-Assessment 
 
 

 
 

 
Appendix 4 – Pupil Self-Assessment 
 
 

 
 
Appendix 5 – Pupil Self-Assessment 
 
 



 
 
Appendix 6 – Pupil Self-Assessment 
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