
 

 
What happens in the classroom when traffic lights are used as a self-assessment tool? 
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Rationale  
It is widely understood that ‘assessment is vital to the education processes and that self-
assessment gives pupils a sense of ownership of their own education and promotes 
transferrable skills which can be used throughout life (the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development’ (OECD), 2018). Self-assessment plays a pivotal role in the 
current Scottish Curriculum and plays an important part in daily formative assessment in the 
classroom environment (Scottish Government, 2005). Formative assessment is a tool which 
can be used to: gain an insight into pupils understanding, promote critical thinking, boost 
confidence and inform responsive and long-term planning. (Wiliam, 2011).  
Self-assessment is a regular feature in my classroom and is promoted throughout my school 
as a tool to encourage pupils to become independent learners. Using Learning Intentions, 
Success Criteria and considering their confidence in and understanding of a particular task, 
pupils can construct feedback for themselves to celebrate and improve upon.  
In order to begin to fully understand the effect which simple and consistent self-assessment 
techniques can have on pupils in the upper primary school setting, I decided to incorporate 
daily traffic lighting into Mathematics by implementing a green, amber and red tray system 
for pupils to place work in once finished. I felt that this was a system which allowed pupils to 
traffic light without the pressure of “marking” insecurities or worries in their jotters as I know 
that some pupils in my class are apprehensive about this technique due to the permanent 
nature of the traffic light being in their jotters and being available for others to see. 
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to observe whether self-assessment through traffic lighting 
would have any kind of impact on the work produced by a Primary 6 class. The traffic 
lighting format used was a tray system, used to put work in after Mathematics sessions. The 
enquiry was carried out in a class with a wide range of abilities and with varying confidence 
levels in Mathematics but the analysis itself was carried out on a small focus group in the 
hope of providing more consistent results. Pupils were already familiar with traffic lighting, 
however, this study enforced traffic lighting as a self-assessment tool in a far more structured 
manner and the tool was always used after a task was completed, rather than during. I chose 
to carry out traffic lighting in this manner as it displayed the understanding once a particular 
sub-topic had been covered. We already had a separate system in the classroom where pupils 
could express a need for help or show confidence during the lesson so this was not something 
which I wanted to re-instate as it could upset our usual classroom routines.  

Methodology  
The enquiry was carried out over a 4 week period in a class of 25 Primary 6 pupils. These 
pupils had a wide range of abilities ranging from early First Level to late Second Level so in 
order to gain a more consistent and stable insight into traffic lighting as a self-assessment 
tool, I chose to analyse the results of a small focus group.  All 25 pupils took part in the self-
assessment routine; however, the analysis was carried out on results taken from a group of 10 



children all working at Second Level b (according to North Lanarkshire Maths Pathways). 
This group of children also participated in informal discussions with me.  There were several 
cases of absence throughout the time period so this could have had a slight effect on results, 
however, I would not consider the absence level to be so high that it would have had a 
significant impact on outcomes. 
 
The pupils were already familiar with the process of traffic lighting as a self-assessment tool.  
However, more structure being implemented, along with a stricter routine, allowed for more 
consistent results. Pupils had to place work in one of three trays (red, amber or green) at the 
end of any textbook work carried out during a Mathematics session. This meant that pupils 
did not use the trays daily as Maths was often taught by active means. Textbooks were 
usually used on consolidation days in order to allow me to fully gauge knowledge and 
understanding. 
 
The theory behind this method was that pupils would gain ownership of their learning, think 
more about their knowledge and understanding of Mathematics concepts and that I would be 
able to target those pupils who were amber or red to enable them to become more 
comfortable with concepts and that I would be able to target pupils who were green in a way 
that challenged them in a positive manner.   
 
 
Findings  
 
Ownership of Learning 
Through teacher observation it was found that pupils who had a tendency to lose 
concentration or drive towards the end of tasks were re-motivated when asked to think about 
their performance, knowledge and understanding. For the most part, pupils also performed 
better in verbal plenaries as the traffic lighting seemed to give them time to re-evaluate the 
learning which occurred during the lesson. Rather than just stating whether or not they 
thought they were “good” at something, they verbalised why they were good at it and what 
helped them to understand the concept. I feel that this will have had an effect on long term 
retention, however, that was not a measurable concept during this study. 
 
Pupil Confidence 
Pupils felt more comfortable with a traffic lighting system which was not “marked” in their 
jotters as it meant that if they were ‘red’ they did not feel the pressure or embarrassment of 
having to physically mark it in their jotter. On discussion, one pupil said; 
 

“I like that I don’t have to have a red circle in my jotter for other people in my group 
to see” –Pupil R 

 
Another said; 
 

“I feel like I will get more help because you can look at all the people in the amber 
tray” – Pupil A 
 

I feel that this was the general consensus amongst pupils. They felt that the temporary nature 
of the traffic lighting was more comfortable and felt less peer pressure. This would have 
resulted in more accurate traffic lighting as they did not feel worried about being on ‘red’. 
They also felt that I would have a better idea of how many people needed help (though this 



was their perception as, of course, I would categorise pupils whether the traffic lighting was 
marked in jotters or in trays). 
 
Conversely, one pupil said; 
 
 “I think I might not remember how I did that day” – Pupil K 
 
This pupil did not like the fact that their traffic-lighting was not recorded for reference and 
looking back on topics. This, as stated, was only mentioned by one pupil and I do not think 
this was common opinion, if it was, other pupils did not display or discuss this feeling. 
 
Pupils Work 
I was surprised to see that I did not observe much difference in the actual standard of work 
produced by pupils. This could of course be due to the fact that the enquiry was carried out 
during a very short time period where pupils were already settled into class routines and were 
aware of teacher expectations. Had this been implemented over a full academic year, progress 
possibly would have been more notable. It seemed that the implementation had more of an 
effect on confidence and reflection in pupils. It could also be important to consider the fact 
that pupils were traffic lighting during consolidation work rather than during the 
learning/active tasks where they would have the chance to seek assistance and grapple with 
aspects which they were unfamiliar with or didn’t understand during learning. 
 
Conclusions  
It can be concluded from the findings that pupils were more aware of the learning which had 
taken place during the lessons and that in such a short time frame self-assessment through 
traffic lighting had a greater effect on confidence and pupil attitude than it did on the standard 
of work produced by pupils. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
Due to this enquiry being carried out in such a short amount of time, length of study was one 
of the biggest barriers. As pupils were already familiar with the traffic lighting trays being 
used, the study was able to be carried out immediately without routine disruption and this was 
a definite advantage as it would have been far less productive to have had to have to have 
implemented the aims and to have carried out the study in such a short time frame. It would 
perhaps be interesting to carry this study out again in a longer time period and over a variety 
of different curricular areas as opposed to purely having focussed on Mathematics. Due to the 
positive results taken from the analysis, traffic lighting trays are a method of self-assessment 
which I hope to continue using in the future. 
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