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Rationale 
 
Formative assessment is a procedure used by teachers to monitor the progress and 
development of every pupil in their classroom. It is used to adapt future lessons and to 
highlight any potential problems or concerns. It is important for the teacher to make learning 
intentions clear and provide pupils with useful feedback. However, learners must also be 
familiar with setting their own targets and determine if they are succeeding with the use of 
self-assessment. Self-assessment is more than just a useful tool to use in a classroom but is in 
fact a crucial element of formative assessment (Black and William, 1998). The purpose of 
this enquiry is to give pupils an opportunity to self-assess their confidence and progress in 
certain topics and to monitor pupils who feel they struggle with certain topics and to set aside 
one to one time during lessons for those individuals.  
 
Aim 
 
The aim of this enquiry was to investigate what happens in the classroom when traffic lights 
are used as a self-assessment tool. 
 
Methodology 
 
The enquiry was conducted within a Secondary 1 Mathematics class and took place during a 
four-week period covering the topic of Integers, Coordinates, Simplifying and Removing 
Brackets.  
 
Wooden Pegs. 
At the end of the school week, pupils were asked to take some time to self-reflect and decide 
if they were confident with how they were developing on the current topic being taught in the 
classroom. Pupils were given a wooden peg with a randomly assigned number to keep their 
opinions discreet from other pupils in the class. I would know who was who by recording the 
numbers and pupils were made aware of this to encourage honest answers. As pupils exited 
the class, they would attach their wooden peg to either a red, yellow or green plate (Figure 1) 
to exhibit their confidence levels in topics covered that week. I would then collect the data 
and input pupils’ feelings into a spreadsheet for me to track and monitor (Figure 2). 
 
Starter Questions 
 
At the beginning of every lesson I would set the class a starter task that included questions 
specifically chosen to assess the pupils’ prior knowledge gained from the previous lessons. 
The wooden pegs allowed me to identify who required extra support. Pupils who put their 
wooden peg on green were left to attempt the questions individually and pupils who choose 
red or amber were offered advice on how to start questions and reminded on what the process 
to calculating the answer was. 
 
Learner Conversations 



I started off every lesson with starter questions that included problems based around prior 
knowledge learned the week previous. When pupils attempted the starter questions, I would 
walk around the room and engage in informal discussions with a small subset of the class. 
Pupils who would put down their feelings as red or yellow were more likely to be participants 
in these conversations to boost their understanding of the topics before I went over solutions 
with the whole class.  

 
 
 
Findings 
The findings of this enquiry were assembled from a survey (Figure 3) that pupils were asked 
to fill out once all four topics were completed and my professional judgement. The pupils 
were asked 4 questions relating to the traffic light system being used in the classroom. 
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1. Did you enjoy using the wooden pegs to inform the teacher how you confident you felt 
about the topic you were learning in class?  

 
 
A majority of pupils enjoyed using the wooden pegs to display their confidence levels and 
several pupils requested to do it more than just once a week. Pupils who felt they were doing 
well were very happy to announce that they were green. Pupils who felt they did not 
understand a topic securely appreciated the discreetness of asking for help without having to 
do it verbally.   
 
 
2. Do you feel using the wooden pegs made you think about how well you were getting on 

in maths? 

 
 
This evidence suggests slightly over half the classroom feel using the wooden pegs are a 
useful tool for them to truly self-assess their work and understanding. Some pupils had a 
tendency to put their peg next to their friend’s or just attach it to red, amber or green without 
even considering their current learning situation. 
 
3. Do you feel the teacher helped change your mind on topics that you may have found 

difficult by using starter questions to get more practice?  
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Almost a quarter of pupils felt they did not improve or gain further understanding from 
revising previous topics at the beginning of lessons. However, during starter tasks, I was able 
to engage in one-to-one conversations with several pupils and saw an increase in 
understanding and confidence. Pupils who previously struggled were wanting to share their 
answers with the class.  
 
 
4. Would you like to continue using this method to self-assess? 

 
A majority of the pupils wanted to continue using this method, yet a few were sceptical. 
From speaking to the pupils who gave negative feedback about this method they seemed to 
not see any action taken place. Pupils who believe this tended to be developing well and 
attaching their peg to the green plate each week. As they did not require extra support it is 
understandable that they saw no benefit to this method. 
 
Conclusions 
 
This enquiry suggested that a majority of pupils under-going a traffic light system as a way of 
formative assessment enjoy the experience and notice a benefit to their education. Some more 
work is required in order to make sure every pupil feels like it benefits their learning 
experience. Many pupils did not see the benefit as they are developing well, yet for those 
who need the extra support it has been a very useful tool to identify problems and to track 
and monitor confidence levels. Pupils were able to discreetly ask for extra support without 
feeling the pressure of asking during lessons. The methodology proved to have a positive 
impact on my Secondary 1 class. If the enquiry was stretched over a longer time period more 
pupils may have felt it had a further benefit to them as it would assist in creating a list of 
topics pupils found more challenging. In many cases my professional judgement of certain 
pupils’ progression was correct. When inputting the data into my spreadsheet I could see that 
pupils I believed to sitting on green were attaching their wooden peg to the green plate and 
the same for those who may have struggled with a certain topic. A few pupils still need to 
learn how to correctly self-assess themselves, pupils will be performing excellent in a lesson 
and show great understanding of the topic but attach their peg to the yellow plate. On week 4 
before I stopped gathering data, I spoke with a pupil who I felt was being modest and 
explained how well he was doing and after speaking to him he knew he felt like he was doing 
well and said he was going to put himself down as green-which he did.  
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
After carrying out this enquiry it has shown that using a traffic light system as a method of 
self-assessment is worthwhile. It is a great way of encouraging pupils to think about how 
confident they are about a topic being taught in class. By recording the results and assigning 
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pupils with their own unique wooden peg, I was able to identify those pupils who required 
more support and to put a little trust in those who are progressing well. Giving pupils a 
platform to self-assess their learning every so often will be more useful than just receiving 
feedback from myself. In future I hope to use this method of assessment with a National 5 
class and over the school year build a spreadsheet with a list of all topics covered and all 
pupils’ feeling about them. Once the course is finished, I can look back at the spreadsheet and 
use it to identify what topics need to be revisited in the build-up to the exam. 
 


