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Rationale  
 
Formative assessment is defined as “a process used by teachers and students during 
instruction that provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning" (McManus, 2008) 
and according to Black and Wiliam (2006) there is strong evidence to suggest that formative 
assessment is central to Raising Attainment. This is because, pupils are more aware of their 
strengths and weaknesses and can adapt their learning to focus on areas for development 
(Khan, Davies, Janesh, 2008). Raising attainment is listed as an area for improvement 
nationally in Scotland, and it is a key priority for North Lanarkshire Council. (National 
Improvement Framework, 2007) Furthermore, using formative assessment strategies, pupils 
are able to signal to their teacher that they need help, which has been linked to an 
improvement within their self-esteem and confidence (McCormick and Harvey 2018). In 
today's society, when mental health issues are so rife, teachers should be actively seeking 
strategies in which they can have a positive impact on pupils’ self-perceptions and in turn, 
their mental health.   
 
Aims  
 
The aim of this enquiry is to assess how useful traffic lights are as both a means of formative 
assessment and also as a means of “self-monitoring their learning and […] articulating their learning 
needs” (McCormick and Harvey 2018).  It will also be observed whether these strategies have an 
effect on pupil confidence and attainment.  
 
Methodology  
 
This enquiry was carried out with a S1 mixed-ability class of 30 over the course of a four-
week period. As it is a mixed ability class, this allowed the teacher to observe how learners 
assess their own work and identify next steps, relative to their ability. There were two 
different methods of traffic light use in the class, as a formative assessment method to 
indicate how they were finding work, and also within a target setting sheet, as a means of 
reflecting on the success criteria and identifying areas for improvement.  
 
Although each method was carried out with the whole class, six pupils were focussed on, 
across the ability range. This was to gauge if there was a difference of opinion in different 
ability ranges.  
 
There were three methods of data collection used in this enquiry: 
1. Pupil Questionnaires  
2. Reflective Journal 
3. Self-assessment sheet 
 
Method 1- Pupil Questionnaires  
 
Pupils were issued with a questionnaire before the data collection period began. The first 
questionnaire only focussed on the use of the traffic lights as an Assessment is for Learning 
strategy, as the traffic light target sheet was unlikely to have been used before. The 



	

questionnaire was used to gain an understanding to whether pupils had any reservations 
regarding using them that would require the use of them to be adapted.  
 
The questionnaire was as follows: 

	
Questionnaire 1 

 
After the four weeks, another questionnaire was issued to pupils to see if their opinion had 
changed and to understand how they felt about using both of the methods in class. The 
second questionnaire asked pupils to circle either yes or no and then expand on their answer. 
 

	
Questionnaire 2 

The questions for this survey were to determine whether pupils liked both methods and if 
they found them useful, as the two are not synonymous. Asking pupils for why they had 
chosen each answer was designed to make pupils really consider what they were choosing.  
 
Method 2 – Reflective Journal of Traffic Light use 
 



	

The reflective account was carried out by the practitioner to log mainly how effectively 
pupils were using the traffic light fans as well as anything notable while filling in the self-
assessment sheets.  The traffic light fans were issued to pupils at the beginning of each lesson 
within the four-week period.  At the beginning of the first few lessons, pupils were reminded 
how to use these and were asked to choose Green, Amber or Red depending on both how 
they found instructions and how they were finding the work throughout the lesson.  This 
would allow the practitioner to see the individual learners that required support as well as if 
there was a large section of the class finding something too easy or too difficult and provide 
support or additional tasks to them.  
 
Method 3- Self Assessment Target Sheet 
 
Pupils were issued with a self-assessment target sheet. Once a week, at the beginning of each 
lesson once the learning intention and success criteria were delivered, pupils would set 
themselves a target of green amber or red, as outlined by the success criteria. At the end of 
the lesson, pupils would self-evaluate how they had found the work, and what they could do 
to improve this. This would guide pupils into identifying areas for development.  
 
Findings  
 
Method 1 – Pupil Questionnaires 
 
The first pupil questionnaire revealed the following: 
 

 
Table 1 
 
The pupils had a positive opinion of the traffic lights before they began to use them, stating 
that it would tell the teacher if they needed help. The reservations that they had around them 
were that they might forget about them, get embarrassed revealing their real working level or 
people might fidget with them. Therefore, pupils were asked to just discretely put their traffic 
light level at the side of their table and the teacher would be able to help them.  
 



	

The second questionnaire revealed pupils’ opinion after using them for four weeks: 

 
Table 2  
 
The pupils generally liked both strategies used in class with traffic lights. Across the ability 
range the pupils found the strategies useful in terms of indicating to the teacher if they needed 
help. The stronger pupils found that it guided their revision and it was motivating trying to 
achieve their targets. On the other hand, the weaker pupils did not find them as worthwhile, 
as they required more input in terms of articulating their targets and reminders to check their 
target sheet at home to revise. 
 
Method 2 - Reflective Journal  
 
The reflective journal revealed that although pupils were initially excited about using the 
traffic light fans, they often forgot about them and reverted to using a hands-up method of 
getting the teachers attention. Pupils needed to be reminded regularly to use them. There was, 
however, less need to repeat instructions multiple times as the teacher could focus the 
attention of the “reds” and “ambers” while the “greens” could continue working. It was also 
noted that it was easier to get the attention of the pupils and they could focus on what 
information was being directed at them. Furthermore, quieter pupils in class were observed to 
be using their fans to indicate they required help more than they would be likely to raise their 
hand. One pupil said that they liked that they knew they were not the only person stuck, by 
seeing other pupils with red or amber on their desk.   
 
Method 3- Target Setting Sheet 
 
With regards to the target setting sheet, pupils struggled to fill this in independently. They 
often needed suggestions for how they would be able to progress, and reminders to check 
their sheet once they were home to revise the point they struggled with. There are examples 
to note in which pupils “just guessed” what they would be and times where pupils were not 
realising their true level. It was also noted that a low-ability pupil said before looking at the 
success criteria that he would probably only achieve red, as that was what he always 
achieved. This suggests that some pupils were not properly considering the success criteria 
when making their decisions. A higher-achieving pupil stated that they never knew what to 
write as points for progress as they were always green.  
 
Conclusions 



	

 
Generally, it can be seen that pupils did find using the traffic light systems useful, as both a 
means of formative assessment and also as a way to label their progress and set targets. The 
pupils preferred using the fans in class as opposed to the target setting sheet, which many of 
them thought was a process that took too long with little effect. As this was only carried out 
over a four-week period it was not fully possible to gauge how useful the strategies were in 
terms of boosting pupil confidence and self-esteem, however pupil feedback did show that 
some of the more reserved pupils found using the fans to signal requiring help less daunting 
than raising their hand and asking, as well as not feeling alone when they were stuck. It must 
also be noted that this was a small-scale study and to come to a more reliable conclusion, this 
would need to be repeated with a larger testing scale and compared with assessment results 
before and after.  
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
It is evident that pupils enjoyed using and found the two methods introduced by the enquiry 
helpful. The traffic light fans will continue to be used regularly as it allowed a more concise 
delivery of instructions and pupils felt that it facilitated the delivery of support. The target 
setting sheets will not be continued to be used as pupils did not find it any more useful that 
posting general revision advice on Show My Homework. They required a lot of guidance in 
what to include as their targets which meant that they were not developing the independent 
self-reflection in learning which it was intended for. This could perhaps be more appropriate 
for use in a more senior class. 
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