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Rationale 

Assessment is an integral part of education. As stated in Building the Curriculum 5 (Scottish 
Government, 2011), “The active involvement of children and young people in assessment is 
essential to ensure they have a well-developed sense of ownership of their learning and help 
one another.” 

Since the concept of “Assessment for Learning” was introduced in 1999 by the Assessment 
Reform Group, these principles have been central to the Scottish National Framework “A 
Curriculum for Excellence”. The idea of where the learner is going, how they are learning 
and their next steps underpins good practice in schools today.  Building the curriculum 5 
(Scottish Government, 2011) states “Children and young people can develop their confidence 
through thinking about and reflecting on their own learning.” 

Peer assessment and self assessment are both useful, once the time has been invested in 
teaching these essential skills. The ability to reflect on one’s own work is beneficial to 
students, and can help them to develop an understanding of learning objectives and success 
criteria. All of these strategies require a supportive learning environment in which errors are 
viewed as learning opportunities, “to engage in self-reflection and to identify the next steps in 
their learning”  (Assessment for Learning: 10 Principles, 2002) 

However, Black and Wiliam detail a range of strategies in which formative assessment may 
be improved. It is claimed that small changes in the way formative assessment is used can 
increase understanding and learning and therefore ultimately, attainment. As explained, in 
Inside the black box (Black, 1998) such improvements could be made to the way formative 
assessment is used and these changes could have a positive impact on learning.  

If teaching interventions such as the effective use of formative assessment techniques could 
have a positive impact on attainment, this could contribute to addressing the inequality found 
in Scottish schools today. When children from disadvantaged backgrounds are already 10 – 
13 months developmentally behind their more advantaged peers at the start of their school 
life. (Sosu, 2014) 

The purpose of this practitioner enquiry was to investigate how the children use traffic lights 
and if the use of traffic lights as a means of self-assessment improves performance and aids 
learning. 

 

Aims 

To evaluate if self-assessment is an effective tool for children in order for them to assess their 
own learning. 

Specifically, if the use of traffic lights is effective in helping children lead their own learning.  



 

Methodology 

From a P3/4 composite class of 25, a sample group of 8 P3 children were selected for the 
trial. Daily Writing jotters were monitored over 4 weeks, in addition to interviewing the 
children at the start of the enquiry and the end. Success criteria lists for each task were co 
constructed. For the first week the children used traffic lights alone, for the following 3 
weeks, they used traffic lights with the addition of a visual checklist. The teacher also 
observed and monitored their discussions with each other, when deciding which colour to 
use. 

1 - The use of a traffic light dot in the corner of the Daily Writing jotter. 

2 – Discussion with the children (whole class) on their understanding of the use of traffic 
lights at the start of the trial. 

3 – The introduction of a visual checklist on the whiteboard. Further discussion with the 
focus group on “what does a green mean?” 

4 – The introduction of individual visual checklists on each child’s desk.  

 

Findings 

Discussions 

Before the trial, the children had not been regularly using traffic lights as a self assessment 
tool. When interviewed about the meaning of a green traffic light, responses from the 
children ranged from “I liked it” to “it was fun” and “it was easy”. When asked about the 
meaning of amber, responses were “it was ok, not too hard but not too easy” and “a little 
challenging, a little bit hard”. The children’s ideas on the meaning of the red light were “it’s 
really hard”, “you don’t understand, really challenging”, “really hard”, “confusing, I’m 
puzzled” and “feel like you don’t want to do it because it’s too hard”.  

From their responses it was clear to the teacher that the children were not always relating the 
traffic lights to the success criteria and were more interested in the task being easy or fun. 
The teacher held further discussions with the children to probe whether the task being fun or 
not really related to the learning.  

Jotter work 

During the first week the children worked with the co-constructed Success Criteria which 
were displayed on the board, they did not have a checklist. All of the children coloured their 
traffic lights green.  

However, as can be seen from Appendix A and Appendix B, this work is not comparable. 1 
pupil coloured their work green despite not completing the task. 
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The second week of the trial, the teacher introduced a visual checklist. (Appendix C) 

The teacher explained to the children that a traffic light could only be coloured green if all 3 
boxes were ticked. It was explained to the class that not only the success criteria had to be 
met, but the core targets for writing should also be met, and the pupil should be able to 
explain the task and learning to their partner to demonstrate they had a thorough 
understanding.  

The tasks completed in this week were again all coloured green. The teacher did hear a child 
say to her partner before colouring the traffic light, “wait, what are the success criteria 
again?”. They had a discussion on the success criteria and if she had met them which they 
both agreed they had, and coloured their lights green. This was progression from the week 
before and showed that the children were thinking about and discussing their progress.  

The third week of the trial, the teacher introduced individual checklists for each of the group 
to refer to on their desks. This was beneficial and prompted more discussion between the 
group. However, every child in the group coloured their work green for every task again.  

 

 



Observations 

At first, some children automatically coloured the traffic light green with little or no reference 
to the success criteria of the task. It was noted that some children also coloured according to 
whether they had enjoyed the task or not. 

During the third week the teacher noticed that the group engaged more in discussion and self-
reflection when provided with a checklist on which they could tick specific criteria linked to 
the task. During the Taught Writing lesson, the checklist created involved a list of all the 
specific success criteria linked to the task which the children could tick as either as they 
wrote or at the end of the lesson when they were assessing. The teacher noted that the 
children put more thought into their answers for this checklist rather than the pictorial one 
they had been using with their daily writing tasks. They also engaged in more detailed 
discussions. 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

 

Conclusions 

Despite the research only being carried out over 4 weeks it was evident that the use of traffic 
lights did help children to evaluate their learning, consider how to improve and their next 
steps. The use of traffic lights increased engagement in the lesson and gave the children more 
responsibility for their own learning. The children were involved in detailed discussions 
regarding the success criteria of the tasks and whether they had achieved them or not. 
However, some children always coloured their work green even if they had not completed all 
of the success criteria. It was found that the use of the visual checklist together with the 
traffic light was more effective. It was also found that the use of a checklist which could be 
ticked was more effective than the visual, pictorial list. As the children were more honest 
with the checklist for the Taught Writing lessons than the daily writing tasks. 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

The teacher concluded that the use of traffic lights was positive and with more guidance and 
training the class would be able to reflect on and evaluate their own work honestly. The 
children were still colouring their traffic lights green for all tasks, but with more training they 
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would be able to evaluate their work more honestly. The class teacher hoped that with more 
guidance, the class would develop their abilities to self evaluate, and in turn develop more 
ownership for their learning. The class environment is also important in supporting the 
learners to be honest about their own performance, being supported in viewing errors as 
learning opportunities, and “to engage in self-reflection and to identify the next steps in their 
learning”  (Assessment for Learning: 10 Principles, 2002). The teacher intends to continue 
using traffic lights as a self assessment tool within the class and will roll this out to use in 
other curricular areas. 
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