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Rationale  
A plethora of educational research exists which champions the benefits of formative 
assessment and how its principles can result in improved learner progress. The Assessment 
Reform Group (ARG) were pioneers in persuading educators and policymakers in the 
benefits of formative assessment. Commissioned work by Black and Wiliam (1998b) 
explained how formative assessment could impact learning by promoting student growth and 
raising standards. Such considerable emphasis prompted the Scottish Government to embed 
the principles of formative assessment, or as it’s known in Scotland, Assessment is for 
Learning (AifL), into the CfE Building the Curriculum 5 document for Scottish Primary 
Education (Scottish Government, 2011a). The CfE Statement for Practitioners (2016) states 
that “Assessment is integral to learning and teaching. It is an ongoing process”. Educators 
have since modified their teaching practice and classroom management strategies to allow 
them to work collaboratively with the learners, reflecting on learning and making suitable 
adjustments and adapt teaching and learning to successfully enhance future academic 
outcomes. There is a strong possibility however, that if these principles are not used 
correctly, students will not advance in their learning and progress may be affected. 
 
Feedback is fundamental to successful formative assessment. Over the past decade, a national 
initiative in Scotland changed how feedback was used in the assessment process. Bryce 
(2018) explains that previously, assessment was predominantly summative with feedback 
given retrospectively. However, now the theory is that a student’s future performance can be 
altered by previous learning, so the information given adjusts gaps in learning and the 
feedback feeds forward for progression. This is ‘where a student currently is in their learning, 
where they are to go next and what they need to do to get there’ (Assessment Reform Group, 
2002a) Limitations occur however when formative assessment is the sole responsibility of the 
educator. Students cannot then become self-regulated learners and develop in their mind the 
necessary goals required to compare and assess their performance (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 
2006). Students, therefore, should be active and at the centre of the feedback process, 
deciphering their next steps based on feedback and how it will affect their future learning. 
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to see how the use of traffic lights improves each pupil’s 
performance in reading comprehension. It was hoped it would help children to become more 
aware of their next steps in their learning and become responsible for their own learning. 
 
Methodology  
This small-scale enquiry was conducted in a Primary 5 class within a non-denominational 
primary school, located in North Lanarkshire. Six children of similar reading ability and 
grouping were used as a focus group for observation during reading tasks over four weeks. 
 
Initial data was collected in the form of a short questionnaire (see Figure 1) which was 
originally shared with the pupils to comprehend their understanding of traffic light system 
and what it is used for. It was introduced through a short discussion about what they thought 
the coloured traffic lights they put on their work were used for. The children then completed 
the questionnaire independently. 



 
Figure 1 

 
It was interesting to see that most children did not understand the reason they were asked to 
traffic light. 
 
Before each of literacy comprehension tasks began, the group of children were each given a 
success criteria checklist, which was personalised to suit the reading comprehension strategy 
being taught that day. It outlined the things the children had to do to be successful in their 
reading task and each of the criteria was explained in turn to the children. (see Figure 2 and 
Figure 3) 
 
Beside each of the success criteria was an empty box to allow the child to tick whether they 
felt they had met that criteria. At the very bottom of the checklist was a small key which 
outlined to the children what colour they should colour their traffic light for that task 
depending on how many of their success criteria that they had met.  
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Figure 3 

 
Findings  
 
The use of traffic lights as a self-assessment technique was already being used in the 
classroom, allowing the children to complete their assessments independently. Pupils were 
reminded often that they should be assessing themselves against their success criteria; 
however, many pupils who were getting all their work correct and meeting their success 
criteria but still marking themselves harshly as amber or red. Some children just 
automatically coloured their traffic light green which was not reflected in their work as often 
they thought this was what they believed their teacher wanted to see and they didn’t want to 
disappoint.  
 
This was why it was decided that explicitly specifying the success criteria as a checklist made 
it visual for the children to see whether they have done what they had been asked to for each 
task. 
 
Throughout the short four-week period, I observed that the children were enjoying using 
checklists to see what colour they should traffic light their work that day. This can be 
evidenced through observation of Child A who stated, “This helps me know what colour to 
use” when he was about to complete his checklist.  
 
They often discussed between themselves what colour they had coloured the traffic light and 
those who hadn’t coloured it green knew exactly what they needed to do differently next time 
to meet all the success criteria. An example of this is when Child C said to the group that he 
“needed to add the page number next time to be a green traffic light”. 
 
After each comprehension task was completed, I asked the children to read over the success 
criteria again and indicate, on the checklist, whether they felt they had met the criteria. Using 
the number of ticks on their checklist helped the children to visually understand what colour 
they should colour their traffic light and what this represented. 
 
For this enquiry, I also teacher assessed (TA) the children’s work to see how their self-
assessment (SA) varied. As the weeks progressed it was clear that the children began to 
accurately evaluate their learning against the success criteria, and this was reflected in their 



traffic lights. (See Figure 4). It took one or two weeks for the children to begin to assess more 
accurately. 

 
Figure 4 

Proof that some children benefited from having the success criteria to help them correctly 
asses their learning was when Child B asked for copies of a success criteria checklist in 
another curricular area so he could formatively self-assess his work correctly. 
 
I also found that traffic lights for self-assessment only at the end of a task is not timely as 
children are assessing after their learning has been completed. It would be much better to 
assess during activities so that support or intervention could be provided during the lesson if 
required.  
 
Conclusions 
Throughout this study, the children in this small focus group were fully engaged in their 
learning whilst using the checklists to self-assess their work. Although this study aimed to 
investigate the success of traffic lights for self-assessment purposes it also prompted pupils to 
undertake interesting peer and group discussions. Children discussed their successes and 
what they believed their next steps would be, thus beginning to take ownership for their own 
learning. 
 
The results of this enquiry were limited due to the duration and sample size. To continue this 
over a longer period would enable a more accurate result. Nonetheless, the use of success 
criteria checklists to check children’s understanding before traffic lighting has shown to be 
beneficial to ensure children stop and think before they self-assess their work and will be 
something I will use in my future practice.  
 
Implications for Future Practice 
As a result of the success observed through this study, I will continue to use success criteria 
checklists within reading comprehension as a framework for traffic lighting. Producing 
checklists may be seen as time-consuming but it was effective for these specific pupils and it 
helped to direct the children’s focus to ensure that they think about how they have met 
success criteria before formatively assessing their work. It has also shown me the benefit of 
attempting new strategies within my class. This has been beneficial as a self-assessment tool 
for this focus group and has helped the children to find the gaps in their learning, aiding them 
to self-assess their work effectively. Moving forward it is something which could be used for 
peer assessment and other curricular areas too. 
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Appendix 1 - Examples of work from week 1 
 

 

 
 
  



Appendix 2 - Examples of work from week 2 
 

 
 



 
  



Appendix 3 - Examples of work from week 3 
 

 



Appendix 4 - Examples of work from week 4 
 
 

 


