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Rationale 

In recent history an ongoing ambition towards social justice means we are pursuing an 
education fit to meet the needs of all children. A practitioner’s sole responsibility is no longer 
limited to developing pupil’s cognitive abilities, but to instead develop the “whole child”.  
This has significant implications for education professionals and their practice, particularly 
when it comes to forms of assessment. In order to be a successful practitioner, it is important 
that class teachers are able to maintain and demonstrate strong, consistent approaches to 
assessing children’s progress through the curriculum. Education Scotland (2016) have 
outlined that assessment is a priority for all local authorities in Scotland.  With this in mind, 
practitioners today must consider how to successfully implement such strategies to create an 
achieving classroom 

The General Teaching Council Scotland indicates that teachers must be reflective 
practitioners. This is set out in the standards for provisional registration, which states that 
newly qualified teachers must “engage in reflective practice to develop and advance career 
long professional learning and practice.” GTCS (2012) Practitioner enquiry is a way for 
professionals to continue their journey of ongoing reflection on their practice. Engaging in 
practitioner enquiry allows professionals to investigate an area of interest, in a manner that 
can be explained or defended through previous theory and research. (Menter et al. 2011). The 
focus of this practitioner enquiry will examine the use of traffic lights in the classroom.  

 

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to determine what impact the formative assessment strategy 
“traffic lights” has on children’s learning. This enquiry was carried out in the curricular area 
of numeracy. 

 

Methodology 

The enquiry took place in a primary three class, which took place over four weeks during a 
series of numeracy lessons. The participants involved consisted of 25 pupils with a wide 
range of abilities. In order to create, collect and analyse the required qualitative data to carry 
out this enquiry, I have kept a reflective diary. Snowden (2015) argues that a research diary 
can contribute to increased transparency and rigour in the research process. The diary was 
kept weekly, which allowed me to continually observe and reflect as the enquiry progressed. 
The diary was not only suitable to the type of data being collected throughout the enquiry, 
proved manageable alongside other demands across the curriculum. I also created a mixed 
ability focus group of 6 children. The children were interviewed at the beginning of the 
process and at the end of the enquiry. I also used excerpts of these children’s work which is 
included in my findings. Braun and Clarke (2006) argue for the status of thematic analysis. 
This method, wherein qualitative data is coded to easily identify ‘themes”. These themes go 
on to form the findings of the enquiry (Braun and Clarke, 2006) and therefore this method is 
suited to my needs as it is flexible and simple to use. 



Findings  

After analysing the excerpts from my reflective diary, clear themes emerged. These are 
outlined below.  

Initial Observations 

One of the first things that became apparent when beginning this enquiry was that the 
children all had varying experiences with using traffic lights as a form of formative 
assessment. A focus group was crucial to the investigation. At the beginning of the first 
discussion children had a variety of explanations of why traffic lights would be used in 
school, but nobody initially identified it as an assessment strategy which could be used in 
numeracy. Many children linked it to warm up exercises in PE. After explaining the strategy 
in the correct context, children again had varying experiences of using this approach in class. 
Two members of the focus group had never used it, one member thinks it was used in 
primary one and one member likened it to the 5 finger approach I use in the class now, 
explaining the difference “but you do this in your jotter.” This showed me that in order to use 
this strategy effectively, I would have to model the correct techniques and be very clear in my 
expectations. This is supported by Sung, who explains “This particular type of assessment 
must be taught, and children cannot just be expected to be able to self-assess at an appropriate 
level without a model to follow” (Sung et al.,2005)  

 

Implementing traffic light strategy 

When I began implementing the strategy in the class it was used as a reflection at the end of 
the lesson. Taking feedback from the focus group I linked the 5 finger approach used in the 
classroom already to help children understand how to use the traffic lights. This is in line 
with the Assessment Reform Group who advise that “It is key that both summative and 
formative assessment must be in harmony with the procedures of formative assessment and 
should be designed to minimise the burden on teachers and pupils” (Assessment Reform 
Group, 2006) After collating the jotter evidence, I noticed that the children were picking their 
colour randomly or based on what they thought I wanted to see, rather than a true reflection 
of their learning. 



 

After further research I decided to link the traffic light directly to the success criteria of the 
lesson.  

Implementing traffic light strategy linked to success criteria 

Black and Williams (2010) highlight that Self-Assessment plays an important part in 
Formative Assessment. They state that a child must be able to assess their own learning 
through recognition of the targets that are set for a lesson After linking the formative 
assessment to the success criteria I noticed a significant improvement in the impact the 
formative assessment strategy had on the pupil’s learning. By making it more specific, 
children had a deeper understanding of what they were assessing, and their assessment was 
more accurately linked to their work 



.  

 

After using this approach a few times, I met with the focus group to discuss their thoughts on 
the strategy. One child explained that this approach “helps me get better at my work because 
I know what to do.” Another child added “If the teacher didn’t know you were struggling, 
she’d maybe give you harder sums.” This feedback reflects Marzano’s findings as he states 
“self-Assessment is an important part of learning and teaching which helps the child to decide 
if they have understood what they were doing and if they have met the Success Criteria.” 
Marzano (2011) As a practitioner I have found this approach to be very beneficial as it allows 
children to give feedback on how they feel they are coping with the learning set. This allows 
teachers to be reflective and ensure they are meeting the academic needs of all children.  

 

Conclusions 

It is clear from the findings of this enquiry that using traffic lights as a formative assessment 
strategy has a positive impact on children’s learning. Following the implementation of these 
strategies, this enquiry has further proved that it is important to link this form of assessment 
to the success criteria of the lesson, as this gives children a secure understanding of their 
learning and helps them to identify next steps and targets. Using this strategy is also 
beneficial to the teacher as it allowed me an opportunity to identify where and when 
consolidation of learning is required.  

 

Implications for Future Practice 

Due to the positive findings from my enquiry, I will continue to use traffic lights as a form of 
assessment in my classroom. However, I will always be mindful of the importance of linking 
the assessment directly to the lesson’s success criteria.  Using traffic lights is a useful tool to 
support all areas of teaching and learning, including planning, tracking, monitoring and 
assessing. In my future practice, it would be useful to use traffic lights in all areas of the 



curriculum and I would be keen to discover if it helped children to identify their next steps in 
literacy as well as it has in their numeracy. 
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