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Rationale  
As an integral part of modern teaching, formative assessment first came to the attention of the 
many members of the teaching profession after the extensive research of Black and Wiliam in 
1998, where they stated that formative assessment is the process in which “information about 
learning is evoked and then used to modify the teaching and learning activities in which 
teachers and students are engaged” (Black, et al., 2003). By coupling this definition with the 
principles of formative assessment stated by Phelan et al. in 2011 we can show that formative 
assessment as a process helps to assess pupil’s progression by putting students at the centre of 
their own learning.  
A study by Bauer, et al., (2017) found that by providing clear and accurate feedback both 
teachers and pupils could adapt how they learned from the tasks set in classes. Shute and Kim 
(2013) reinforced the idea that “Formative assessment directly involves students in the 
process, such as by providing feedback that will help them gain insight about how to 
improve, and by suggesting (or implementing) instructional adjustments based on assessment 
results”. We find that the commonality between these papers on formative assessment lies 
firmly in placing the focus on allowing students to take control of their own learning, whilst 
fully embracing the ideal proposed by the National Council for Teaching Mathematics that 
“assessment should not merely be done to students; rather, it should also be done for 
students” (Shute & Kim, 2013). 
Assessment is for Learning (AifL) reinforces this idea. AifL, a leading source for formative 
assessment, has provided the Scottish school system with many strategies each designed to 
aid students in “deciding what needs to be done next, and who can give them help if they 
need it” (Government, 2005). Included in these strategies is the traffic light system of self-
assessment. This is the process of evaluating your own progress against three categories: 
Green, Amber and Red. Each of these categories are representative of how successful a 
person feels they are against a given criteria. This is where the use of the AifL strategies 
allows for a links to the Curriculum for Excellence benchmarks. 
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry is to investigate the use of the traffic light system on pupil learning in 
the classroom. 
 
Methodology  
There were four main methods used when carrying out this enquiry. These methods allowed 
me to implement the traffic light system in different ways for my class. The enquiry took 
place over a number of weeks, with a Third Level Broad General Education (BGE) 
Secondary 2 class. Each method was routinely part of my lessons to create a continuous 
stream of feedback from the class. 
 



Method 1: Classroom Display 
Prior to commencing the enquiry, I created a board display 
(See Figure 1) in my classroom as a method of recording a 
comparison of the pupil’s initial and final reactions to a topic. 
The display allowed me to record data twice per topic across 
various topics. This was a good way to gauge pupil 
understanding over a set time period. 
 
 
Method 2: Colour Coded Correction of Homework 
 
As a method of providing graded feedback as well as a grade, 
I provided homework assignments with Colour Coded 
Smiles. These smiles were either green and happy, red and 
sad, or amber and in the middle. This offered me the chance 
to instantly show the pupils if they scored above 60%, below 

40%, or in between 
respectively. Figures 2, 3 and 4 are examples of 
this colour coded marking. 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
Method 3: Traffic Lighting Assessment Data 
 
As standard practice, all assessment scores are uploaded onto a shared server on my 
departments network. When inputting these scores, I conditionally formatted the scores to 

Figure 1: Traffic Light Classroom 
Display 

Figure 2: Coded 
Homework, “Green, 
Happy Face”. 

Figure 1: Traffic Light 
Classroom Display 
Figure 3: Coded 
Homework, “Red, Sad 
Face”. 

Figure 4: Coded 
Homework, “Amber, 
Middle Face”. 



colour code the tracking data of the pupils. This meant it was easier to identify which pupils 
were on track for their planned learning and those who were yet to achieve the planned 
learning. This is demonstrated in Figure 5. 
 
Method 4: Survey of the Use of Traffic Lights. 
 
In the final stages of my enquiry I asked my class to complete the survey labelled Figure 6. 
This allowed me to gauge how the pupils felt about the enquiry and if they benefitted from it.  
 

 
 
Findings  
Whilst using Method 1, I was able to use my professional judgement and observation to see 
that pupils were more likely to vote negatively on a topic from their initial reactions. This 
could be because they have covered the majority of the BGE Third Level in Secondary 1 and 
have previously disliked the topics. As demonstrated from Figure 1, the class on the whole 
voted positively following the lessons on each topic and were more confident in their own 
ability. It is important to note that they were comparing their own success against the Success 
Criteria detailed by myself throughout the lessons.  
 
Colour coding homework assignments for the class, also worked well in motivating the class 
to identify target areas of their own study. I was able to identify this motivation by talking to 
the pupils and allowing them to vocalise that they wanted to progress to the “Happy Face” for 
their next homework. Coupled with the assessment data shown in Figure 5, I was able to 
track the class, and therefore plan lessons with the most appropriate challenge and pace. 
 
Method 4 offered the most detailed feedback in terms of quantifiable responses. Detailed 
below in Figures 7 through 10, are the totalled responses to the questions asked in the survey 
shown in Figure 6. 
 

Figure 5: Extract from Assessment Score Data. Figure 5: Extract from Assessment Score Data. Figure 6: Traffic Light Pupil Survey. 
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The responses to questions one through 3, skew positively, as shown in by the predominantly 
green pie charts. This shows that the class enjoyed the use of the traffic lights and found them 
beneficial as a method of identifying areas of improvement in their work. This survey also 
helped to identify that the majority of pupils wished to continue using the traffic light system 
as a form of self-assessment, as shown in Figure 9.  
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Figure 7: Pie Chart Detailing Response to 
Survey Question 1. 
Figure 7: Pie Chart Detailing Response to 
Survey Question 1. 

Figure 8: Pie Chart Detailing Response to 
Survey Question 2. 

Figure 9: Pie Chart Detailing Response to Survey Question 3. 



 
 
 
 
As shown above, Figure 10 is by far the most negative in terms of pupil response. This is 
clearly shown by the fact that this question is the only response to contain any “Red” 
responses from the 24 pupils surveyed. This question was asked as way to investigate the 
consistency of the use of traffic lights across the subjects studied by the pupils. As shown, 
this seems to be an approach that the pupils do not see on a regular basis in their school 
careers. 
 
 
 
Conclusions 
Overall the use of traffic lights in my classroom was a success and the pupils enjoyed using 
them. They allowed a clear and efficient way to offer targeted feedback to pupils about areas 
of the curriculum that they needed to focus on. I have also found that the use of traffic lights 
in my school is not consistent, however this is a small sample of pupils and is unlikely to 
represent the school as a whole. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
I have found that when using traffic lights in my classroom, this is a way I can quickly 
identify those who have recognised themselves that they have struggled with a topic. It is 
apparent from my survey data that the pupils find this approach to self-assessment beneficial 
and have enjoyed being able to reflect in this way. As such, I will continue to incorporate the 
traffic light system into my lessons where I feel that it is appropriate. 
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Figure 10: Pie Chart Detailing Response to Survey Question 4. 
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