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Rationale  

Self-assessment is an integral part of the learning process. Through self-assessment children 
acquire a variety of skills which aid their learning. It enables them to know what they have 
learned by assessing if they were able to complete the task they were given and identifying 
what help they may need. If self-assessment is used in a variety of learning contexts children 
are able to judge for themselves which styles of learning are most effective for them by 
assessing how well the style of lesson allowed them to learn (Arthur and Cremin, 2014). Self-
assessment can aid children to understand where their strengths are as they assess there work 
and can identify which targets they are achieving however they can also become aware of 
where gaps are in there learning (Alexander, Schallert, & Hare, 1991; Black & Atkin, 1996 
cited Sadler and Good 2006). Self-assessment is a valuable tool for children but also provides 
teachers a further insight into how they are progressing with their learning and which areas 
require more support allowing teachers to adapt their lessons to meet these needs (Black and 
William, 1998).  

One method which can be used to support this is the use of the traffic lights system. By 
assessing their learning and selecting a red, orange or green traffic light against their intended 
learning   helps children understand what they need to work on and importantly allows the 
teacher to plan specifically what a child  requires to progress. (Arthur and Cremin, 2014).  

Aim 

 The aim of the enquiry was to discover if using traffic lights as a form of self-assessment in 
the classroom has an impact on children’s learning. If children presented their understanding 
as orange or red, they were offered extra support in their task. The focus for this enquiry was 
on spelling. The study aimed to assess if this extra support then impacted the results children 
obtained in their weekly spelling tests.   

 

Methodology  

The enquiry was conducted with 22 primary 3 pupils over 4 weeks. The enquiry focused on 
using the traffic light system during spelling lessons where children would self-assess their 
learning through various formats. Assessment occurred twice a week. 

 

Verbal feedback  

Informal discussions took place mid-week during spelling lessons when children did not self-
assess with the traffic light number fans. As children worked through their spelling tasks 
informal discussions occurred with the teacher and the children, individually, in pairs and 
small groups. During these discussions the children would highlight how they felt about the 



phoneme sound they were working on and why they felt that way. This informed me of the 
areas children were having issues with and allowed me to tailor support to meet the children’s 
needs. It also provided me mid-week with information on using the traffic light system to 
assess where the children were with their spelling.   

Traffic light fans  

Children were presented with fans made up of three sections. See figure 1 below. Each 
section displayed a different coloured circle, one green, one orange and one red, and each 
coloured circle had a face depicting an emotion which the children could identify with when 
self-assessing. Green presented a happy face conveying children felt confident in using this 
phoneme in their tasks, orange a straight face suggesting they were not overly confident in 
the phoneme they were practicing but felt they had enough knowledge to try at the task and 
red presented a confused face which suggested they had little confidence in using this 
phoneme for their tasks.  

The children were introduced to the phoneme and afterwards returned to their seats to work 
on their task. Data was collated with the traffic light fans on day one when the phoneme was 
introduced and then on the third day of learning the particular phoneme. For this enquiry it 
was decided to include the face emotion in addition to the colour in the fan as the children 
participating were young and would struggle with the meaning of what each colour on the 
traffic light represents when assessing their own learning. The aim in providing this 
clarification was; if children were better informed about what each colour in the traffic light 
represented and what it meant they were able to identify how they felt about something when 
they chose that colour and face on the fan. When children displayed their fan, their answer 
was recorded. This process was repeated for the duration of the enquiry. If children displayed 
either the red or orange section of their fan, they were provided with additional individual 
support but also within a group to provide extra input and further explanation on their 
phoneme. The results children gave were recorded on a spreadsheet.  

Figure 1.  

 

 

 



Marking pupils work to see if additional support made a difference after self-assessment. 

 Children completed their spelling test on a Friday and following this their scores were 
reviewed. The latest scores were compared with scores achieved in the preceding weeks and 
the weeks before the intervention took place. This was undertaken to establish if providing 
extra support for the children who had chosen red or orange had increased their spelling 
scores. 

 

Findings 

This enquiry produced data three times a week during this investigation. On the day the 
teacher introduced the children to the phoneme, using North Lanarkshire’s active literacy 
scheme the children were given time to work in pairs to practice their phoneme. Following 
this the children, having had, the opportunity to work with the phoneme, were asked to assess 
using the traffic light system how they currently were feeling and their ability to use this 
phoneme within a spelling and writing context at that time.  

 

On Mondays, over a period of 4 weeks the children had been asked how they felt about their 
phoneme. From a return of 86 (2 returns were invalid due to absence) 68 of these recorded a 
red or orange response which equates to 79%. The remaining 18 recordings were green. The 
children who presented as a red or orange were given additional teacher input through tasks 
on whiteboards and additional games to aid in the learning of the phonemes.  

During informal discussions which occurred mid-week children who had presented 
themselves to be red or orange the previous day were given verbal support. The children were 
talked through the phoneme they were working on once more and were given strategies to 
support them in their learning.   

On Wednesdays during this period, children were once again asked to self-assess using the 
traffic light system. The data shows us that in 42 out of the 68 cases children who had 
received verbal and activity lead support felt more secure in the knowledge of their phoneme 
after having been asked to self-assess after support had been provided. This equates to 62%.  
The children had either moved from presenting a red face moving to an orange face or an 
orange face moving to green. The remaining answers indicated children felt the same about 
their understanding of their phoneme with 26 out of the 68 remaining either on a red or 
orange face equating to 38%.  

Comparing scores achieved by the children in the week prior to the intervention and then at 
the end of the first week of intervention, children who received additional support in 11 out 
of 18  obtained a lower spelling score than in the previous week. 4 out of the 18 obtained the 
same score with 3 improving their score. Comparing week 3 spelling scores with those from 
the week before the intervention, 6 out of the 9 children who received extra support that week 
had improved. It is noted here however that as children are not tested on the same phoneme 
every week a direct comparison between the score’s children obtained cannot be made. 

 

 



Figure 2.  

 

 

Conclusions  

 In conclusion, it is evident that using traffic lights as a self-assessment tool has had a positive 
impact on the learning that occurred in the classroom. Although each spelling score did not 
increase throughout the intervention it proved beneficial in allowing children to have extra 
support available to them. Children often do not have the confidence to ask for  help as they 
have to admit when they raise their hand to ask for help in the front of their class that they are 
struggling (Croizer,2013). Through this process in the, where everyone was asked how they 
were feeling, it allowed those who were struggling to ask for help in a subtle and discreet way 
without feeling judged by others in the class. It is evident that self-assessment is a valuable 
tool for teachers to gain a more in-depth understanding of where a child feels they are in there 
learning. It allows teachers to then support children in the manner which is best suited for 
them.  

 

Implications for future practice  

It is evident from the results obtained from this intervention that self-assessment in any form 
is important in the student learning process. This enquiry outcome supports self-assessment 
in the classroom, not necessarily every day, but recommended a few times a week is 
extremely important in understanding a child’s thinking in relation to their learning and for 
them to take ownership of their work and progress (Boud,1989). For this to be undertaken 
successfully however, one must ensure that children understand the self-assessment system 



they are using. In future, when this traffic light system is used it is critical that teachers 
ensure that children understand what each of the colours stands for and what they are saying 
when they assess themselves as that colour. This enquiry shows that using traffic lights as a 
form of self-assessment will deliver positive outcomes, give teachers insight into how 
children see themselves and make best use of support available for them. 
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