
	

The use of traffic lights to help children identify success. 
 
Gregor Murray  

Group 2D 
 
Rationale  
 
Research has shown that formative feedback is vital to allow children to understand their own 
success. Self-assessment allows the children to measure their own success and can help to 
enhance the pupils learning. It has been confirmed that children who take part in self-
assessment strategies had a positive impact on pupil learning (Sadler and Good, 2016). 
Children who have self-assessment strategies embedded into their learning will be able to 
continue to assess through lifelong learning (Ecclestone, 2010). One self-assessment 
technique which is used throughout schools is ‘traffic lighting’. 
 
I have selected Traffic Lighting as the focus for this enquiry. It is a simple effective tool 
which the children use every day across all ages. It can be used for self-assessment as well as 
peer-assessment for formative assessment to provide feedback to the pupils. In my school, 
every child must traffic light each piece of work, assessing their understanding of the subject 
or how difficult they found the subject. I will be looking at how the children’s understanding 
is assessed through traffic lighting and how they are able to recognise when they have been 
successful.   
 
Aims  
 
The aim of this enquiry was to observe how the children can measure their own success, how 
these skills can be transferred into other curricular areas and the impact this has on their 
learning. 
 
Methodology  
 
This enquiry was conducted with P6/5 class of 24 pupils with a range of abilities and needs. It 
was undertaken over a 6 week period, focussing mainly on spelling lessons, with the data 
being collected once a week. The method used for the enquiry was traffic lighting dots, pupils 
would complete this at the end of the lesson to self-assess. This was used to track how the 
pupils were able to measure their own success through the subject. For the final week of the 6 
week block, traffic lighting was used extensively across the curriculum to assess how the 
children were able transfer the skills from their spelling to other areas. 
 
At the beginning of the 6 week period, children were asked at the end of each spelling lesson 
to put a green, orange or red dot at the top of their worksheet or jotter. At the start of each 
lesson, for each spelling group, the success criteria would be discussed and written on the 
board for the children to refer back to. They had to give a green dot if they thought they had 



	

been successful, orange if they felt they had almost achieved success on all criteria, or red if 
they felt like they needed to do more work on it before they could be successful.  
The teacher noted the correlation between the self-assessment dot and the evidence from 
marking to check for accuracy. This allowed the teacher to measure how the pupil had felt 
against their actual understanding of success. 
A questionnaire was given to the pupils to complete on the final day of the data collection for 
the enquiry. This allowed the teacher to collect the perception of each pupil of the value of 
traffic lights to assist them in identifying their own success. 
 
Findings  
 
The findings of the enquiry derive from the professional observation of each pupil’s 
engagement with the success criteria, data from pupil’s jotters and from pupil feedback 
through classroom dialogue and through the questionnaire at the end of the enquiry. 
 
Having each pupil self-assess their work at the end of the lesson by using a traffic light dot on 
their worksheet or in their jotter, proved to be a very successful and effective strategy for 
recognising where children felt they had been successful on not. All of the children had been 
used to using traffic lighting to assess how they had felt through their learning, however using 
the success criteria allowed the children to engage much closer and could see the steps 
needed to be successful. Some of the children would tend to select green at the beginning of 
the enquiry, even when they had not achieved a significant number of the success criteria. 
While others were very critical of themselves, marking an orange or red when they had only 
missed one small part of the success criteria. 
 
What was very apparent throughout the process was the need to have the success criteria 
within the classroom for the children to engage with throughout their learning. Having built 
the success criteria as a group and discussing them with all of the children being engaged was 
not sufficient enough, when only discussing the success criteria with the children a significant 
number of the children would begin missing out bits or not completing each of the success 
criteria. Children would typically then give themselves a green dot for being successful when 
they had not achieved the majority of the success criteria which had been discussed. 
 
Data was taken of the number of pupils selecting a particular colour over the 6 week. See 
Figure 1.  
 
 Figure 1. 
Week Green Orange Red 
1 17 3 2 
2 18 3 2 
3 20 3 1 
4 22 1 1 
5 23 1 0 
6 24 0 0 



	

 
 
Time was taken to help each pupil who were showing an orange or a red. A discussion took 
place to see what could be done to help them be successful in their next spelling task. In 
weeks 1 and 2, it was very apparent when marking jotters, several children were marking 
green when they had not completed all or most of the success criteria. The results showed 
that by week 4, most of the pupils used a green dot to self-assess their work. This correlated 
with the jotter work when marked by the teacher. 
 
24 pupils were asked to fill out a questionnaire at the end of the study. See Figure 2. 
 
Figure 2. 
 

  
 
In response to the questionnaire, most people indicated that they felt they were able to more 
easily identify their successes through their learning using traffic lighting. 
 
Some responses from voters included ‘I am able to measure my own success knowing the 
steps to get there’. A pupil also mentioned that ‘it is much easier when the success criteria is 
on the board’. This shows that the children find using the traffic lighting effective at being 



	

able to measure their own success. The children were able to demonstrate that they could 
transfer the skill across the curriculum in the final week of the enquiry, where the used traffic 
lighting to identify their success in other subject also. 
 
Conclusions  
 
To conclude, the use of traffic lights as a self-assessment tool to help the pupils to be able to 
identify their own success has been beneficial. Using traffic lights through the pupils spelling 
lessons showed to have a great benefit to their learning and for them to identify their 
successes, providing the information was displayed appropriately for them to use effectively. 
 
It was found at the beginning of the enquiry that several of the children would be selecting 
green in their traffic lighting self-assessment when in reality they had not achieved several of 
the success criteria, while other children who had achieved all of the criteria marking 
themselves with an orange or red dot. The evidence shows that children were focussing more 
on the success criteria set for each lesson, recognising what was required for them to be 
successful and there for producing considerably improved pieces of work. 
 
This shows that when children are able to recognise the process in which they need to go 
through to achieve, they will be more often successful. It also demonstrate that if the children 
know what they are measuring against, they will be able to self-assess and be able to identify 
their own successes.  
 
Having transferred the skills to other areas of the curriculum in the final week of the enquiry, 
it became very clear that the children were able to use the success criteria very effectively to 
identify their own successes.  
 
As a measure of pupil progress, the self-assessment method assisted the teacher in future 
planning and the creation of next steps. Using traffic lights allowed the children and teacher 
to evaluate the same body of work, thinking critically on the achievement of the targets for 
the lesson. The use of a visual colour ensured that the evaluations were user friendly and met 
the needs of all the learners in the class. It became apparent through the enquiry, that the 
children were able to identify their success through the visual representation of the Success 
Criteria on the board. For the Primary 6/5 class whom the enquiry was based on, the criteria 
could simply be written on the board, however for classes lower in the school, or children 
needing further support other representations might be more suitable.  
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
I will continue to use traffic lights as a self-assessment tool in the classroom. I will use the 
strategy through each of the curricular areas, encouraging the children to be honest in their 
self-assessment. The pupils enjoy using the traffic lighting, it allows them to very quickly see 
if they have been successful and if they have recognised that further work is needed they are 



	

more easily able to identify the areas they need to focus on. This allows for the pupils to lead 
their own learning. 
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