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Rationale  
 
Assessment is fundamental to improving learning outcomes for children, as outlined within 
the National Improvement Framework, and it has been well established that assessment is for 
learning (AifL) strategies can be successful in improving attainment and achievement within 
the classroom (Scottish Government, 2018). Black and Wiliam (1998) consider self-
assessment an important aspect of AifL, as it enables pupils take responsibility for their own 
learning to identify where they currently are in their learning and determine how they can 
improve. For self-assessment to be effective, however, pupils must honestly and realistically 
judge their level of understanding (Harris and Brown, 2013), for if pupils misjudge their 
progress, they cannot accurately set targets that will facilitate to improve their learning. There 
exist various strategies practitioners can utilise in the classroom to encourage self-assessment. 
Traffic lighting is one such strategy that can be easily implemented into the classroom.  For 
this reason, this enquiry focuses on the introduction of traffic lighting into the classroom, 
with a particular focus on how accurately pupils can judge their understanding of their 
learning through the use of traffic lights and how effective traffic lighting is in assisting 
pupils with setting targets. 
 
Aims 
 
Traffic lighting is an effective self-assessment tool to utilise within the classroom (Black and 
Harrison, 2001). Thus, the aims of this enquiry were: to introduce traffic lighting into the 
classroom as a method of self-assessment; determine how accurately pupils can judge their 
learning progress, through use of traffic lights; and to assess the effectiveness of traffic 
lighting in helping pupils to set targets. 
 
Methodology  
 
The enquiry was conducted with a first year Home Economics class, over a four-week period, 
during the “Eatwell Guide” unit. Data was collected from six pupils with varying abilities, 
using focus groups, exit passes and a reflective diary.  
 
Prior to the introduction of traffic lighting into the classroom, a focus group took place to 
determine the pre-existing attitudes of pupils towards the use of traffic lights. The focus 
group discussion questions are detailed in Appendix A. 
 
Two lessons were practical cookery based, during which pupils were asked to note down 
which food groups on the Eatwell Guide the ingredients from the recipe belonged to. Two 
lessons were theory based, during which pupils completed worksheets. At the end of each 
lesson, pupils completed an exit pass (Appendix B), identifying the colour of traffic light that 
best represented how well they had achieved the lesson success criteria. Pupils were asked to 
explain why they gave themselves this rating and set a target on how to improve, to 
determine the effectiveness of traffic lighting on pupil target setting. All pupil work was 
collected for marking and a traffic light rating was given to each piece of work. A reflective 



diary was completed after each lesson, detailing the traffic light rating given and the 
reasoning for this. This was used to compare pupil and teacher traffic light ratings, for the 
purpose of comparing pupils’ self-perception and the reality of their understanding. 
 
At the end of the four-week period, a second focus group was conducted to determine if 
pupils’ impressions of traffic lights had changed throughout the enquiry. The questions asked 
during this focus group are outlined in Appendix C. 
 
Findings 
 
Pupils’ initial impressions of the use of traffic lights in the classroom were revealed during 
the first focus group (see Appendix D.) Pupils appeared to understand the purpose of using 
traffic lights in the classroom- “they could show how well you understand the work”- as they 
had all used them in primary school. Pupils felt they would be useful for their learning and 
wanted to use them across their secondary school classes, in order to be given work that was 
“more appropriate” to the level they were working at, indicating an awareness of the 
connection between the colour of traffic light shown and the degree of challenge pupils 
receive in their work. After four weeks, during the second focus group, pupils revealed that 
they had enjoyed using traffic lighting (see Appendix E.), as it signalled how well they 
understood the learning- “it lets the teacher know how you find the work”. Particular 
reference was made to the fact that traffic lighting facilitated the teacher becoming aware that 
they were struggling, in a private manner- “I enjoyed using them because I could tell my 
teacher I was struggling without the whole class knowing”. It is, however, noted that it is 
perhaps the discrete nature of how the traffic lighting in the enquiry was conducted, via exit 
passes, that pupils enjoyed, rather than the actual traffic lights themselves. Perhaps if traffic 
lighting had been carried out, for example, through pupils displaying a traffic light on their 
desk that was visible to others, their responses would not have been so positive. 
 
Through exit passes, pupils were asked to give themselves a traffic light rating, based on the 
success criteria, and set themselves a target. As shown in Appendix F., pupils appeared to 
struggle with setting themselves practical targets, particularly those who rated themselves as 
green, as they could not think of how they could improve. It is unclear as to whether pupils 
who did not give targets were apathetic towards the task or were unsure of how to set targets. 
In either instance, it is implied that traffic lighting did not effectively assist pupils in the 
creation of targets.  
 
 At the end of each lesson a reflective diary (see Appendices G-J.) was completed, to 
compare teacher traffic light ratings with those identified by pupils themselves. For most 
pupils, the ratings matched, indicating that they have a good judgement of their level of 
understanding. Some pupils self-assessed at a higher rating than the teacher rating, for 
example, rating themselves as amber, whilst the teacher rating was red. The use of traffic 
lighting relied on pupils’ honesty whilst self-assessing. It is plausible that some pupils were 
not honest about their understanding, or they misjudged how well they had grasped the topic. 
In either instance, the mismatch in traffic light ratings allowed for identification of pupils 
who required additional support within the topic, which allowed for the incorporation of 
targeted support strategies into future-lesson planning. Other pupils rated themselves lower 
than the teacher rating, for example, by giving themselves amber whilst their work was rated 
green, which suggests a lack of confidence in certain aspects of the learning. Traffic lighting 
allowed for assessment of pupils’ confidence, which indicated if further learning of a 
particular aspect of the topic was required. 



 
Conclusions 
 
The results from the enquiry show that traffic lighting is a convenient and effective method of 
pupil self-assessment. Pupils found the process of using traffic lights easy and responded 
positively to their use in the classroom, however, it was implied that pupils enjoyed traffic 
lighting when it was conducted in a discrete manner, as opposed to being carried out in ways 
that were visible to other pupils. The findings also highlight the benefits of traffic lighting for 
teachers in assessing pupils’ understanding. It was an efficient way of identifying pupils who 
were struggling and those who were lacking confidence in certain aspects of the topic, which 
allowed for implementation of strategies that would address learners’ needs. The use of 
traffic lights in the classroom does not, however, appear to assist pupils with the setting of 
targets. 
 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
Whilst it was determined that traffic lights are beneficial for assessing pupils’ learning and 
that pupils value their use, suggesting continued use in the classroom would be valuable, it is 
unclear whether it was the traffic lights themselves or the private nature of how traffic 
lighting was conducted in this enquiry that pupils responded well to. To address this, it would 
be important to trial traffic lighting in a different format in the classroom, for example, 
through a desk-based traffic light system which is visible to all pupils, then collecting data on 
pupils’ attitudes towards this. Also, it has been concluded that traffic lighting does not 
effectively help pupils to set themselves targets on how to improve, when used in isolation. 
Perhaps if pupils were given additional support on target setting, for example, a step by step 
guide on how to create targets, then traffic light ratings could be used as a basis for setting 
targets. This could be initiated in primary school and then developed across all secondary 
subjects, to ensure pupils were familiar with the process, making it easier for the 
identification of targets. 
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Appendix A. 

Pupil Focus Group Questions Before Intervention: 

1. What are traffic lights in the classroom? 
2. Have you used traffic lights in school before? 
3. If yes, what did you think of them and why? 
4. Do you think traffic lights could be useful for your learning? Why? 

 
 
 

Appendix B. 

Exit Pass: 

 
 
                                      Red 
 
 
                                      Amber 
 
 
                                     Green 

 
I gave myself this colour because… 
 
 
 
 
 
To improve, next time I will… 
 
 
 
 
 

	

	

	

	

Appendix C. 

Pupil Focus Group Questions After Intervention: 

1. What are traffic lights in the classroom? 
2. What did you think of using the traffic lights in the classroom and why? 
3. Do you think traffic lights were useful for your learning? Why? 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Appendix D. 

Pupil Focus Group Responses Before Intervention: 
 

Question Responses 
1. What are traffic lights in 

the classroom? 
• “A way to record how well you’re doing in class” 

2. Have you used traffic 
lights in school before? 

• “In primary” 
• “Yes, but not in high school” 

 
3. If yes, what did you think 

of them and why? 
• “I liked them and would like to use them in my classes, so I 

could get more appropriate work for my level” 
 

4. Do you think traffic lights 
could be useful for your 
learning? Why? 

	
	
 
	

• “Yes, because if something is easy it means you could get 
more work for another challenge.” 
 

• “Yes, because they could show how well you understand the 
work” 
 

• “Yes, because you can see how well you’re doing” 

 

Appendix E. 

Pupil Focus Group Responses After Intervention: 
 

Question Responses 
1. What are traffic lights 

in the classroom? 
 

• “How you find stuff in class” 
 

• “An easier way to tell your teacher if you’re struggling with 
something” 

2. What did you think of 
using the traffic lights 
in the classroom and 
why? 
 

• “I enjoyed using them because I could tell my teacher I was 
struggling without the whole class knowing” 
 

• “I liked them because it meant I didn’t get embarrassed about the 
rest of the class seeing if I was a red traffic light”  
 

• “Good because not everyone could see what colour you gave 
yourself” 

3. Do you think traffic • “Yes, because it lets the teacher know how you find the work” 



lights were useful for 
your learning? Why? 
 

 
• “Yes, because the teachers knows if you need help or more work” 

 

 

 

Appendix F. 

Sample of Pupil Exit Passes: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix G. 

Week 1 Reflective Diary: 

 

Pupil Pupil Rating Teacher Rating Comments on Teacher Rating 
1 Green Green Correctly identified all food groups from recipe 
2 Amber Amber Correctly identified some food groups from recipe 



3 Green Amber Correctly identified some food groups from recipe 
4 Green Green Correctly identified all food groups from recipe 
5 Amber Amber Correctly identified some food groups from recipe 
6 Green Green Correctly identified all food groups from recipe 

 

 

 

Appendix H. 

Week 2 Reflective Diary: 

 

Pupil Pupil Rating Teacher Rating Comments on Teacher Rating 
1 Amber Green Correctly identified all food groups from recipe 
2 Red Red Could not correctly identify any food groups from recipe 
3 Amber Red Only 2/5 food groups from recipe were correctly identified 
4 Green Green Correctly identified all food groups from recipe 
5 Amber Amber Correctly identified some food groups from recipe 
6 Green Amber Correctly identified some food groups from recipe 

 

 

Appendix I. 

Week 3 Reflective Diary: 

 

Pupil Pupil Rating Teacher Rating Comments on Teacher Rating 
1 Green Amber Correctly answered most questions on worksheet 
2 Amber Red Only correctly completed minimal questions on worksheet 
3 Amber Amber Correctly answered most questions on worksheet 
4 Green Green  Correctly answered all questions on worksheet 
5 Amber Amber Correctly answered some questions on worksheet 
6 Green Green Correctly answered all questions on worksheet 

 

Appendix J. 

Week 4 Reflective Diary: 

Pupil Pupil Rating Teacher Rating Comments on Teacher Rating 
1 Amber Amber Correctly identified some food groups on worksheet 
2 Amber Red Needed great deal of support to answer worksheet questions-

could not identify all food groups on worksheet 
3 Amber Green Correctly completed all worksheet questions- could identify 

all food groups 



4 Green Green Correctly completed all worksheet questions- could identify 
all food groups 

5 Amber Amber Could correctly identify some food groups on worksheet 
6 Green Amber Correctly identified some food groups on worksheet 

 

 


