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Rationale 

By having a particular interest in using the traffic lights system as a plenary during lessons, it 
was decided that implementing the use of post-it notes questions into the traffic lights system 
to reflect on each lesson and identify if pupils are confident and ready to progress. Dylan 
Wiliam (1998) argues that “pupils are generally honest and reliable in assessing both 
themselves and one another; they can even be too hard on themselves”. This interesting quote 
led to the decision of investigating if pupils pick a question that is appropriate to their 
working level. There was also a focus on checking whether the pupils were actually able to 
answer the question, based on the colour and difficultly that they chose. 

Aims 

To investigate what happens in the classroom when traffic lights are used as a self-assessment 
tool. I will investigate what effect using the post-it notes in cooperation with the traffic light 
systems have on the pupils’ decisions and their overall reaction to it. 

Methodology 

This inquiry was carried out with a second year Mathematics class across five periods over a 
fortnight.  Byrce states that “assessment for teachers in conventionally thought of as 
something to be carried out after teaching has taken place. Simply put, it is to check on the 
learning that has taken place.” Through the use of the traffic lights system, it is an effective 
way to check if the pupils have an understanding of that particular lesson. Prior to introducing 
the implementation of post-it notes within the traffic light system, the standard method of 
traffic lights were used in the class weeks preceding the inquiry. This allowed pupils to get 
comfortable with using the system regularly as a plenary within lessons. At the end of each 
lesson, pupils would sketch a small traffic light system in their jotter, underneath their last 
piece of work, and coloured in the appropriate light based on their performance. In this case, 
red indicated that the pupil struggled, amber indicates that the pupil may have not had a 
strong understanding or just taken a significant period of time when working through each 
question and finally green indicated they were comfortable with most aspects of the lesson. 
When incorporating the questions and post-it notes within the traffic light system, it was 
important to keep the basic rules of the traffic light system. The pupils were instructed each 
time the traffic lights were used due to it being only over two weeks. When the method was 
used, pupils were instructed to choose a particular question based on their own feeling of how 
that particular lesson went. These questions focused on the topic Arcs and Sectors. If a pupil 
felt they struggled with the lesson, they would choose the red question, which would focus on 
a basic part of the lesson such as calculating the area of a full circle, and if they were 
confident they would choose green which is the more challenging question. The pupils were 



given an appropriate amount of time to look through each of the questions to gauge which 
was appropriate to attempt and complete on the post-it note. Once the pupils were confident 
with their answer, they put their initials in the corner and stuck it on the whiteboard at the 
front of the class. In order to reflect on the lesson, I would gather the data from the post-it 
notes and check the accuracy of responses by marking them to see if there were any common 
misconceptions. It is important to also use a professional judgement during and after the 
lesson to gauge whether the pupil selected an appropriate question. 

Findings 

Through closely observing each pupils’ effort and understanding during the lesson, it was 
determined that overall the use of the traffic light system with post-it notes had a positive 
effect on pupils. Each time that the traffic light system was used, it was clear that pupils were 
honest by choosing an appropriate question based on the lesson and also through both the 
teachers observations and knowing each pupil in the class. During the first two lessons, 
although tackling a new topic for the first time, over 75% of the class chose the green 
question and got it correct. This question needed pupils to find out the major angle by using 
their previous knowledge of angles. The second lesson focused on practicing calculating arc 
lengths and this was a good decision as when given relatively similar questions to the 
previous, all pupils went on to choose the green question. In addition, no pupil chose the red 
question due to being confident in calculating the circumference of a full circle. With the 
third set of results, which focused on the area of sectors, there was a clear indication that the 
pupils had a strong understanding of how to calculate both a minor or major sector of a circle 
since all pupils attempted the green question. After checking these results, 25 out of 30 pupils 
correctly answered the question. This was a clear indication that pupils were more 
comfortable with calculating the area of a sector rather than an arc length. This was further 
confirmed when the formal homework that was collected and marked. For the pupils who did 
not correctly answer the question, it was clear that they made an error in their calculator as 
their working was correct. Prior to starting the Arcs and Sectors topic, the class had revised 
calculating the area of different shapes, including circles, which had an effect on the findings 
for this lesson. If the class had not revised the area of a circle, the results for which colour 
was chosen by the class would be more varied, but not necessarily fewer correct answers. For 
the final two sets of results, these focused on calculating the angle at the centre when given 
the arc length. This topic proved to give a spread of different results. It was clear that the 
pupils struggled with using the rearranged formula to solve for the angle during the first 
lesson. From reviewing the given answers with the pupils the next day, just under 25% of 
pupils gave a template answer which was correct. This shows that the pupils struggled with 
the lesson as most pupils as over half the class chose the amber question. Most pupils who 
did not get the correct answer were able to substitute the correct values into the equation, yet, 
failed to type it in correctly into a calculator and resulted with values much larger than 360 
degrees. Wiliams (2010) states that “for assessment to function formatively, the results have 
to be used to adjust teaching and learning.” The next lesson, the class collected their post-it 
note and went through the solution to each question to identify any mistakes made and see 
what a template answer looks like. During this, the pupils were asked to explain their next 
step and gave their opinion on whether it was correct or if it could be improved on. This 
resulted in altering the next planned lesson. When looking at the results of the inquiry, more 
than half of the pupils over the five lessons who chose the green question, which was the 



most challenging, got each answer correct. In addition, there was one pupil, who was not 
particularly confident, started by attempting the red question during the first lesson and by the 
end of the inquiry progressed to the green question. This happened by making sure to focus 
on that particular pupil during the lesson and making sure they had a strong understanding of 
what they need to do to improve and how they could successfully achieve this outcome and, 
due to the pupil’s maturity, come seek help in their own time.  

Conclusions 

When carrying out this inquiry with an able second year Mathematics class, getting the pupils 
to assess their own performance and understanding during the lesson had a positive effect on 
the pupils since they were confident and honest enough to choose the appropriate question to 
attempt. In addition, due to the difficulty of the lessons it should be noted that each time the 
inquiry was attempted, over 4 pupils per lesson stayed behind after class or came during 
intervals and lunchtimes for both assistance and to check whether their selected question was 
correct. This has had a positive effect on the pupils and has given able pupils a reason to extra 
assistance. Incorporating post-it notes into the traffic light system was overall successful, 
however, there are ways that it could be improved by going over each answer during the next 
lesson. 

Implications for future practice 

This small-scale classroom based inquiry highlighted that introducing post-it notes with the 
traffic lights system pushed the pupils towards choosing the appropriate question to attempt 
by giving an honest assessment of their performance during the lesson. In future, it would be 
interesting to use the traffic light systems once, at the end of every week, to collate and 
record the data from each pupil and see how they are progressing through the school year. 
This could be compared with other recording methods such as homework, tests and reports. It 
could be helpful to give one-to-one verbal feedback to each pupil on the question they 
attempted and how to improve their answer for next time. 

Bibliography 

Black, P. & William, D., (1998), Inside the Black Box: Raising Standards through Classroom 
Assessment, Phi Delta Kappan international, 80(2): pp. 139-148. 

Black, P., & Wiliam, D. (2010). Inside the Black Box: Raising Standards through Classroom 
Assessment. Phi Delta Kappan, 92(1), 81–90. 

Bryce, TGK, Humes, WM, Gillies, D & Kennedy, A (2013), Scottish Education, Fourth 
Edition: Referendum. 4 edn, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh. 


