
Using traffic lights as a form of self-assessment to inform next steps in learning and teaching. 

 

Rationale 

Effective formative assessment provides insight into pupils’ understanding of tasks, 

levels of confidence, their willingness to persevere and the extent of their success in 

achieving outcomes (Hayes, 2012). It is defined as “the process of seeking and interpreting 

evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their 

learning, where they need to go and how best to get there” (Hargreaves, 2005, p214). Plans to 

collect evidence should be varied and responsive to individual learners. This ensures more 

effective learning takes place as it gives teachers a better understanding of the level of 

challenge required to ensure pupils are progressing. Furthermore, it can develop a more 

supportive learning environment and build better relationships between teacher and pupils as 

it demonstrates that teachers want to gain an understanding of what and how pupils think, 

rather than whether they know the correct answer (Brookhart, 2008).  

To formatively assess, pupils’ learning should be made explicit by sharing learning intentions 

and success criteria with pupils. These should be observable and written in language that 

children can understand. This supports pupils by ensuring that they are aware of what they 

are learning and how to achieve it. Black and Wiliam argue that for formative assessment to 

be effective, pupils must be trained in self and peer assessment to ensure they understand the 

concepts that they are learning and what is required of them to be successful learners (Black 

and Wiliam, 1998b). Peer and self-assessment can be used effectively to support pupils’ 

progress as it helps the children to develop critical thinking and reasoning skills. By 

developing these skills for reflecting on their own work, children gain confidence and 

become more independent learners by measuring their own progression. These skills enable 

pupils to inform teachers about where learning is deep, shallow or stalled thus enabling 

teachers to appropriately plan for future lessons in response to the learners needs (Brookhart, 

2008).  

Aims 

The enquiry aimed to introduce traffic lights as a self-assessment strategy in mathematics to 

evaluate pupil learning and inform planning.  

 



Methodology 

This enquiry was conducted with a Primary 2 class of 26 pupils with a wide range of abilities 

and needs. It was undertaken over a 4-week period during numeracy lessons. Traffic lights 

were used at the end of each lesson for the children to assess their learning.  

At the beginning of the 4-week period, pupils were engaged in discussion on self-assessment. 

They were trained on the use of traffic lighting over the first few lessons. Pupils were 

encouraged to be honest and it was emphasised that being truthful about their progress would 

lead to improvements as they would be able to learn from their mistakes.  

At the start of each lesson the traffic light system was discussed with pupils to ensure that 

they understood what was expected of them. Learning intentions and success criteria were 

shared with pupils to ensure that they knew how they would be successful in their learning.  

They were reminded to be honest in their assessment as this would help to identify areas for 

development and where they required further support.  

Pupils self-assessed their work with a traffic light dot when they had completed their task. 

Children were asked to self-assess their work by placing a green, orange or red dot at the top 

of their work. A green dot indicated that the pupil felt they had been successful in completing 

the task. An orange dot indicated that they had attempted the task but were not confident that 

they had completed it correctly. A red dot indicated that they had found the task too difficult 

or did not fully understand how to complete it. If the children had chosen red or orange, they 

were asked to write a short comment to indicate which aspect of the task they had found 

difficult or felt they required more input on in order to be successful.  

During the final week, pupils were asked for feedback on use of traffic lights to self-assess 

their work.  

Findings 

Over the course of the 4 weeks, a range of evidence was gathered through observations, jotter 

work and feedback.   

Observations 

Pupils were unwilling to verbalise that they did not understand a concept during class 

discussion. However, the use of traffic lighting in jotters provided a more private way for 

pupils to indicate that they required more support. It was observed that pupils became more 



willing to comment and reflect on their work as they became more familiar with self-

assessment. Pupils were taking time to think more about their knowledge and understanding 

of mathematical concepts and as a result, were better able to verbalise why they were good at 

something or why they found something difficult.  

Jotter work 

Initially, it was observed that pupils were not accurate in their assessment of their work with 

most children choosing a green traffic light whether or not this reflected the work they had 

completed. (Appendix A) Some pupils felt embarrassed to choose orange or red if their peers 

had chosen green, others were not reflecting on the work they had completed. Conversely, 

there were children who lacked confidence and chose red or amber but proved to be more 

than capable of completing tasks successfully. (Appendix B) Feedback was provided on 

whether the teacher agreed on the colour chosen which helped the learner to confirm next 

steps and gain confidence in their ability.   

As the pupils became more confident in using traffic lights and through discussion with the 

teacher, they became more accurate in assessing their work and were more likely to leave 

comments explaining what they had found difficult.(Appendix C, D) This demonstrates that 

they were becoming more reflective and were able to identify their own next steps for 

learning. This was useful as it enabled the teacher to target these pupils to provide further 

support which resulted in more children choosing green traffic lights for activities where they 

had previously chosen red or amber.  

Feedback 

During the final week, the teacher initiated a class discussion where pupils were able to share 

their thoughts on the use of traffic lights for mathematics. Pupils were asked why they were 

traffic lighting their work. Child A stated that ‘the teacher has to know if you find work tricky 

or easy or if you need more help.’ This indicates that the pupils understood the importance of 

being honest in their assessments as it would lead to more input from the teacher. This was 

further demonstrated by Child B who stated that ‘if the teacher knows you are stuck, then 

they can go over it on the carpet with you.’  When asked if they thought that traffic lighting 

had had a positive impact on their work, most pupils said that it had. Child B stated, ‘yes, the 

things I put red for, the teacher went over with me and now it is easier.’ Pupils were able to 

identify the link between traffic lighting and the extra support that the teacher was providing. 



The majority of pupils liked using traffic lights and believed that it had a positive impact on 

their progress and confidence.  

 Yes No 

I understand why I use traffic lights.   20 6 

Traffic lighting has had a positive impact on my work.  17 9 

I like using traffic lights to self-assess my work.  19 7 

 

Conclusion 

The results of the enquiry show that using traffic lights was a simple and effective way of 

introducing self-assessment into the classroom. The use of traffic lights was beneficial for 

teachers as it highlighted areas in which pupils were required further support. This was useful 

in evaluating the pupils learning and informing planning to ensure the needs of all learners 

were met. It enabled the teacher to target pupils who chose red or orange and provide further 

support to ensure that they made progress. By traffic lighting pupils were also able to see 

progression within their learning. However, it was important to make sure that pupils were 

assessing their work accurately as their choice of traffic light did not always reflect their 

understanding of the work. Furthermore, this strategy did not provide the teacher with 

feedback on pupil progress throughout the lesson.  

Implications for Future Practice 

The use of traffic lighting has proven to be a successful tool in evaluating pupil’s progress 

and informing next steps for planning and teaching. The teacher should continue to support 

children in self-assessment, with children working independently after a period. This will 

help children to develop critical thinking skills and become more reflective.  

Due to the positive impact of this enquiry, the use of traffic lights as a self-assessment 

strategy should be continued by providing opportunities for children to build on this skill.  As 

this enquiry was only conducted during numeracy lessons, moving forward it would be 

beneficial to introduce traffic lights in other curricular areas. This would be particularly 

useful in taught writing as it would be a simple strategy for pupils to assess their work against 

their success criteria. To enable the teacher to evaluate learning throughout the lessons, 

variations of the traffic light strategy could be introduced. For example, traffic light cards 



which could be used to show understanding before pupils set off to complete tasks or 

displayed on desks whilst pupils are completing work.  
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1Appendix	A	-	Pupil	traffic	lighting	green	which	does	not	
reflect	the	work. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix	C	-	The	pupil	has	written	a	comment	to	indicate	the	difficulty. 

Appendix	D	-	Pupil	has	included	a	comment	to	indicate	
what	was	difficult.	


