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Rationale 

Assessment, in particular, Formative Assessment, is considered an integral part of teaching 
(Shavelson et al., 2008). ‘Formative Assessment is an active and intentional learning process 
that partners the teacher and the students to continuously and systematically gather evidence 
of learning with the express goal of improving student achievement’ (Moss & Brookhart, 
2009, p.6).  

Numerous authors have explored the efficacy of Formative Assessment, discussing common 
principles for its successful implementation (e.g. Heritage et al, 2009). Clark (2012) stresses 
the need for strategies which support lifelong learning: something which the Assessment for 
Learning (AfL) approach can achieve (Hattie, 2012). 

Self-assessment is a valuable Formative Assessment principle (ARG, 2002) which plays a 
key feature in enhancing student learning (Black and Wiliam, 2009). It allows for more than 
simply checking if work is correct, but allows students to evaluate their work and consider 
improvement strategies (McMillan and Hearn, 2008).  

One self-assessment strategy that I wanted to focus on within my classroom was traffic lights, 
with the intention of giving children more ownership of their learning (Wiliam, 2007). I 
chose the traffic light system as I felt that within my Primary 2 class this would be a familiar 
visual tool which could support further discussion and action.  

 

Aims 

Traffic lights were implemented into phoneme lessons on a Monday and a Friday over a 4-
week period to explore confidence in using and recognising the new phoneme. This was 
assessed at the beginning of the week and again at the end of the week following practice and 
consolidation.  

The aim of this enquiry was to facilitate self-assessment as a formative assessment strategy 
within the classroom. These aims, specifically, were to: 

- determine how using traffic lights could facilitate self-directed learning 
- explore the accuracy of the traffic lights method by comparing data against 

performance in phoneme test. 
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Methodology 

This enquiry was carried out during a 4 week period and data was gathered on a Monday and 
Friday each week. This was in a Primary 2 class with 19 pupils. While this was a whole class 
approach, I gathered data for 6 pupils who were of mixed ability. This enquiry was carried 
out during literacy lessons and focused specifically on identifying and recognizing new 
phonemes within a context. 

On a Monday a new phoneme was introduced in line with the Active Literacy Programme. 
The phoneme was explored in the context of a phoneme story and following this children 
were given the chance to use their ‘5 finger strategy’ to explore words containing their 
phoneme on individual magnetic boards. Once the children had this experience, I presented 
each child with a traffic light fan in the form of smiley faces. The green face was to be used if 
a child felt very confident in exploring their phoneme within their reading books, spelling 
activities and writing activities. The orange face was used to signify that the child is ‘almost 
there’ but may require some practice to feel fully confident in recognizing and using their 
phoneme. The red face was used to show that the child did not feel confident in either 
recognising or using their phoneme out with the spelling activity.  

Once children had displayed their fans I then photographed the outcome and used their 
answers to facilitate discussion. I spoke with several children during this time to explore their 
choice and what the children felt their next step may be. During this time I encouraged 
children to identify their next steps for learning throughout the week. During discussion I 
recorded answers from the children to compare at a later time.  

Throughout the week the class had exposure to a range of activities to explore their phoneme 
in line with the Active Literacy Programme. These activities included reading books, read-to-
write tasks, multi-sensory activities, exploring their phoneme through magnetic boards, 
partner spelling, dictation activities, Taught Writing and homework tasks. These activities 
were carried out throughout the week.  

On a Friday I asked the children to again rate their confidence in using and recognizing the 
phoneme, following a high quantity of opportunities to practice their phoneme. These results 
were then recorded. I consulted my results from the Monday and asked the same children as 
before about what they did to practice and how did this make a difference to their traffic light 
score. I was able to remind them of their answers from Monday by consulting my notes. 
Following this assessment we then completed our weekly phoneme test. I recorded their 
phoneme test score alongside their self-assessment information and used this to compare 
reliability of self-assessment score against performance at the end of the week.  

Findings 

For the majority of ratings, the children’s self-assessment scores were reflected in the 
outcome of their phoneme test. When assessing work throughout the week I noticed that, for 
two of the pupils, using the phoneme successfully was more likely within structured 
activities, for example during partner spelling, rather than perhaps during Taught Writing 
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where the phoneme was not the sole focus. However, with prompting the children quickly 
recognized that they could apply their new phoneme rule.  

When comparing individual traffic light scores from Monday and Friday, it was noted that 
children either remained the same (when they started the week on green) or felt more 
confident about their phoneme knowledge. Prompting questions were required when asking 
the children to identify their next steps on a Monday, however once children had decided on 
their main focus to support their learning it was noted that children did remember and use this 
focus throughout the week (see Table 1-4). 

Table 1: 

Week 1 Monday  
Traffic Light 

Monday 
Comment  

Friday  
Traffic Light 

Friday  
Comment 

Phoneme 
Test  

Child A  Orange   Green  6/6 
Child B Orange   Green  4/6 
Child C Green  Green  6/6 
Child D Red  ‘I might need 

help to use my 
phoneme.’  
Next steps: 
practice writing 
the sound in 
words. 

Orange ‘Child F helped 
me to practice 
my sound on 
the whiteboard 
and I think this 
helped me’ 

6/6 

Child E Orange  ‘I’m not sure that 
I’ll be able to use 
my new sound all 
the time.’  
Next steps: use 
the phoneme in 
sentences. 

Green ‘I spelled my 
sound in words 
and got them all 
right when my 
partner tested 
me’ 

5/6 

Child F Green   Green   6/6 
.  

 

Table 2:  

Week 2 Monday  
Traffic Light 

Monday 
Comment  

Friday  
Traffic Light 

Friday  
Comment 

Phoneme 
Test  

Child A Green   Green   5/6 
Child B Green  Green   6/6 
Child C Green   Green  5/6 
Child D Orange   Green   5/6 
Child E Green   Green   6/6 
Child F Green  ‘I remember 

seeing that 
phoneme in my 
book and I knew 
what it was. I 
think I can use it 
in my task’ 

Green  ‘I thought the  
phoneme was 
easy this week’ 

6/6 
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Table 3:  

Week 3 Monday  
Traffic Light 

Monday 
Comment  

Friday  
Traffic Light 

Friday  
Comment 

Phoneme 
Test  

Child A Green   Green  6/6 
Child B Red  ‘I’m not really 

sure about the 
phoneme’. 
Next steps:  
Try to recognise 
phoneme in 
reading book 

Orange  ‘I showed my 
mum the new 
phoneme in my 
reading book and 
my partner 
helped me to 
practice it’. 

5/6 

Child C Green   Green   6/6 
Child D Orange   Green   6/6 
Child E Green   Green   6/6 
Child F Green   Green   6/6 
 

Table 4: 

Week 4 Monday  
Traffic Light 

Monday 
Comment  

Friday  
Traffic Light 

Friday  
Comment 

Phoneme 
Test  

Child A Green  ‘I’m going to 
work with my 
partner to 
practice the 
phoneme.’ 
Next steps: trying 
to make 
sentences with 
partner  

Green ‘I did loads of 
sentences for my 
homework and 
my partner 
helped me’ 

6/6 

Child B Orange   Green  4/6 
Child C Green  ‘I found it easy to 

hear the phoneme 
in the [phoneme] 
story’  
Next steps:  
Spot the 
phoneme in 
reading book and 
try to use it in 
writing.  

Green ‘I used my 
phoneme when I 
was writing 
about sea 
creatures’ 

5/6 

Child D Green   Green  6/6 
Child E Green   Green  6/6 
Child F Green   Green  6/6 
 

 

When comparing Friday traffic light scores against the phoneme test, the majority of results 
reflected the traffic light score which the children had given (See Example 1 & 2). On two 
separate weeks Child B scored ‘green’ for confidence but achieved 4/6 in his spelling test, 
suggesting that he may perhaps require further modelling and support to complete self-
assessment tasks independently (see Example 3).  
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Example 1.                      Example 2.  

                  

Example 3.  

 

A pattern that was noticed was the increased likelihood of children to choose green on a 
Friday without consideration; perhaps because they felt that this was an ‘end task’ and they 
should therefore be on green. It was noted that more teacher facilitation was required on a 
Friday in comparison to Monday in order to encourage children to reflect on their learning 
throughout the week.  
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Conclusions  

Within this particular Primary 2 class, traffic lights as a self-assessment tool was a useful and 
visual means of supporting self-assessment. This enquiry reflected the idea that self-
assessment strategies can be a good approach to encouraging children to take ownership of 
their learning and to engage in self-directed learning; a result which has been noted by 
several authors (e.g. Allal, 2010). Using traffic lights as a self-assessment tool, alongside 
further discussion and reflection, could be used to allow children to identify their own next 
steps.  

Implications for Future Practice 

This enquiry has shown me the benefit of attempting new strategies within the classroom. In 
future, I would use this again as a self-assessment tool to guide learning and would try to 
implement this across the curriculum, rather than restricting this to one curricular area. This 
piece of research has also showed me obstacles which may need to be considered when 
implementing assessment strategies for the first time and I will be able to consider these in 
future practice.  

In addition to this, I would also like to continue to engage with the literature and consider 
other formative assessment strategies that would be appropriate for this stage of learning. I 
will be able to use the skills of tracking and recording assessment results when introducing 
new formative assessment strategies.  
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