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Statement for enquiry: Using traffic light as a form of self-assessment to inform next steps in 

learning and teaching. 

 

Rationale 

‘Assessment is vital to the education process’ (OECD, 2008).  Assessment can take the form of 

summative or formative assessment. Summative assessment focuses on a final mark whereas 

formative assessment indicates the positives and negatives in the pupils’ work and how this could 

be enhanced (Robinson, 2017).  Formative assessment is fundamental in achieving effective 

learning and teaching (Black and Wiliam, 1998). An integral part of formative assessment is 

Assessment for Learning (AfL), a concept which puts emphasis on developing the quality of 

assessment implemented in the classroom and which supports Curriculum for Excellence 

developments nationally (Hutchinson and Young, 2011). Through exploring influences on learning, 

Hattie (2009) discusses assessment literacy where pupils are encouraged to be actively involved in 

their learning and its assessment to enable them to be more assertive in the progression of their 

learning experiences. As a group we discussed the importance of formative assessment and decided 

to focus our enquiry on self-assessment in the form of traffic lights to encourage the children to be 

proactive in their learning. We will use the enquiry to analyse the use of this formative assessment 

strategy to assess and support pupil progression. 

 

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to investigate the use of traffic lights as a form of self-assessment in the 

classroom during literacy lessons. During the enquiry both the blank traffic light stamp and self-

assessment fans were used to explore the effect this would have on the pupils being able to evaluate 

their own work and learning progress. Hattie (2009) explains that this involves pupils understanding 

the goals they are pursuing and how these can be met. Clarke, Timperley and Hattie (2001) use the 

terms learning intentions and success criteria for the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of learning. Clarke (2014) 

notes that these are the fundamentals of formative assessment. The pupils used the traffic light 

stamp against their learning intention and success criteria to inform me how they felt about their 

learning at the end of each lesson. This in turn would hopefully help to inform next steps in learning 

and teaching. 

 



Methodology 

This enquiry was conducted with a Primary 3 class of 27 pupils with a range of ability and support 

needs. It was undertaken over a four-week period during literacy (reading) lessons, and data was 

collected from each lesson over this time. Traffic light strategies explored were: 

• Traffic Light stamp in jotter. 

• Traffic Light fans on desk. 

During the literacy lessons the pupils were each given traffic light fans, which they could use to 

feedback their progress during the lesson. This method clearly identified which children required 

support in order to progress with their written task. For this method to be implemented correctly an 

explanation and demonstration into the use of the fans was undertaken. The class were advised to 

use ‘Three Before Me’ to minimise ineffective use of the strategy. This is a strategy that the 

children are familiar with and use on a day to day basis. The posters are displayed above their task 

boards, which clearly remind the children of the process of one, ‘Ask Yourself’, two ‘Look Around’ 

and three ‘Ask A Friend’ before having to ask the teacher if still requiring help. 

Each pupil’s jotter was stamped with a traffic light for the children to use at the end of the written 

task. For this to be effective it was clearly explained at the beginning of the enquiry how to assess 

their work against their learning intention and success criteria, which were displayed on the 

smartboard for them to refer back to. Near the end of each literacy lesson the whole class were 

asked to stop and given  five minutes to finish what they were writing, and use taught techniques to 

assess their work. The pupil’s then knew to colour, green, amber or red, based on how they felt they 

had managed with their task. At this point they were reminded of the traffic light code displayed on 

the wall (see Figure 1).    

Figure 1. 

 



A data table was compiled with each pupils’ assessment response and this was used alongside 

marking to give verbal feedback the following day. During discussion with a targeted group 

(Genius Gems, middle ability) verbal feedback was given and responses were recorded from the 

children. 
 

Findings 

The findings of this enquiry were obtained from data collection methods chosen by the enquiry 

group, these were: Use of Traffic Lights, Marking pupils’ work and Verbal Feedback to and from 

pupils with a targeted group. 

Traffic Lights 

The traffic light fans were difficult to keep track of during the lessons, although still an effective 

strategy as it gave instant communication on their level of understanding. This was effective on 

days that a support assistant was present in the class, as they could give immediate assistance to the 

need of support. When the children displayed the red fan on their desk, it was generally to ask an 

easily answerable question regarding the task and the children were reminded to use their ‘Three 

before me’ strategy. 

At the beginning of the enquiry most children were choosing green as seen in Figure 2. 

Figure 2 

 



Though as the enquiry progressed the children were reminded to check against their success criteria, 

which supported their practice of self-assessment. The children began to learn that although they 

felt they had achieved their learning intention they had not fulfilled all of their targets and so opted 

for amber or red, as seen in figure 3. Frequent monitoring of the use of traffic lights will be 

enforced into classroom practice and with time hopefully a reduction in the use of red and amber 

will be selected as the children progress in their learning and develop their skill in using targets to 

achieve. 

Figure 3 

 

 

Pupils Work 

There was not a marked improvement on the standard of the pupils’ work during the enquiry, 

although had this been conducted over a longer period of time, an improvement would probably be  

more evident. The pupils did however become more confident in self-assessing their work against 

success criteria and this in turn resulted in the children checking their core writing targets more 

effectively. 

 

 



Verbal Feedback 

Providing the pupils with a voice during verbal feedback relates to Dweck and McLean’s work, 

which seeks to provide insights as to how we can have an impact upon-self-esteem, engagement and 

motivation by supporting learning and thus improving pupil confidence. 

Verbal feedback was targeted on the middle ability group consisting of seven pupils. Their feedback 

was very brief at the start of the enquiry with feedback from the children being: 

“I chose green because it was easy.”  

“I coloured it red because it was hard.” 

Through the use of effective verbal feedback, the children progressed and were able to give more 

meaningful reasons: 

 “I coloured it red because I forgot to use capital letters.” 

“I found the page numbers to order the sentences, so I picked green.” 

This relates to the work of McMillan and Hearn (2008), in by allowing pupils to evaluate their 

work, they can consider improvement strategies.  

 

Conclusions 

In conclusion to this enquiry, the use of traffic lights as a form of self-assessment to inform next 

steps in learning and teaching has been beneficial for both teacher and pupils. This enquiry has 

allowed for the assessment of teaching methods in practice, for the use of formative assessment 

strategies and has motivated the children to take control of their learning and convince them that 

they are able to improve their performance. As Earl and Timperley’s (2014) research indicates, 

assessment in the classroom opens challenges and requires the need for teachers to question 

themselves and continually think about the purpose of assessment to aid effective learning. For 

formative assessment to be effective, it is fundamental that teachers be inspired and have the 

understanding on how essential it is in raising attainment in less able pupils (Fuchs et al., 1997). 

Whilst pupils are learning, teachers need to reinforce that there is no ‘failing’ and encourage the 

need to look beyond grades. Teachers must find effective ways to encourage and support pupils and 

stimulate a feeling of self-belief, empowering and demonstrating that learning is progressive and 

that grades can be improved (Taras, 2005). According to research, Ducker (2014) believes that 

formative assessment makes a difference and allows a strong relationship to develop in the 

classroom. 

 



Implications for Future Practice 

The pupils will continue to self-assess their work using the traffic lights, this will  

encourage them to reflect on their learning intention and success criteria. Due to the success, this 

strategy will be implemented into other curricular areas. Consideration of the practice of formative 

assessment will be pursued, so that pupils feel encouraged to contribute and set targets for their own 

learning and understand the learning objectives so that they progress to their full potential. By using 

the formative assessment principles of self-assessment and providing feedback, the pupils’ 

progression will be assessed and supported through motivation and achievement, thus enhancing 

their learning. 
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