
The use of traffic lights to help children identify success.  
 
Natasha Shreenan 
 
Group 2D 
 
Rationale 

It has been largely agreed by professionals and researchers that assessment is crucial in 
education and should be carried out to determine what children know, what they understand 
and what they can do (Education Scotland, 2017). According to Dylan Williams (2014) self-
assessment allows children to take ownership of their learning and encourages pupils to 
become more involved in their learning. It highlights individual needs and informs next steps 
for teachers to ensure children reach their full potential.  

The General Teaching Council Scotland indicates that teachers must be reflective 
practitioners. Standard for provisional registration states that newly qualified teachers must 
“engage in reflective practice to develop and advance career long professional learning and 
practice.” (GTCS, 2012).  
 
This enquiry is set out in the hopes children will be able to self-assess their work accurately, 
using traffic lighting, to understand their learning and identify success. Implementing this 
formative assessment strategy will hopefully improve children’s motivation and help inform 
next steps.  
 
Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to introduce self-assessment, focusing specifically on traffic 
lighting to determine the impact formative assessment strategy “traffic lights” has on children 
identifying success. This enquiry was carried out in the curricular area of literacy. The three 
main aims were:  

• To introduce traffic lights as a self-assessment method.  
• To use this self-assessment method for children to identify success in their learning. 
• To use self-assessment to inform next steps for pupils and teachers.  

Methodology  
 
This practitioner enquiry was undertaken within a primary 2 class. It took place over a period 
of four weeks during literacy lessons. The participants involved consisted of 26 primary 2 
pupils ranging from 5-6 years old. 
 
Within this research, a qualitative inductive approach was taken due to it being based on 
evidence naturally occurring from the learning and teaching that emerged within a primary 2 
classroom. This practitioner enquiry was focused fully on the pupils with emphasis on their 
success throughout their learning. Three methods were used to collect the data: focus groups, 
jotter evidence and a reflective diary.  
 
The main method that was used to collect data from this study was a reflective diary, this is 
seen as a common practice for qualitative research (Ortlipp, 2008). Notes were made 



immediately after the lessons were implemented and marked in order to get the best 
evaluations instantly throughout the four weeks. This helped when it came to write up a full 
reflection later on. Throughout the four week enquiry I was hoping to see pupils understand 
their learning, identify success from their learning and inform next steps for each individual.  
 
Thematic Analysis is used as a means to gather themes together which become most apparent 
within data (Boyastzis, 1998). Therefore, Bruan and Clarkes (2006) ‘six phases to thematic 
analysis’ model was used to interpret and analyse my reflections in order to ‘sense themes’ 
(Boyatzis, 1998). This process allowed me to identify themes and sub-themes which would 
be significant aspects to this enquiry.  
 
Prior to carrying out this practitioner enquiry, I considered the ethics that may have been 
required. Looking closely at the Scottish Educational Research Association (SERA) 2005 
guidelines, no additional ethical requests were required for informed consent to carry out this 
enquiry. However, I am still mindful that I am going through the correct ethical procedures, 
by not disclosing any identifiable evidence that could make the pupils vulnerable (BERA, 
2011). As a newly qualified teacher, I was granted whole class approval as Practitioner 
Enquiry is identified as one of the Standards for Registration (GTCS) that I am expected to 
adhere to.  
 
Findings  
 
Through the 6 day process by Braun and Clarke (2006), main themes and sub-themes 
emerged from the data collected and analysed using my reflective diary entries. These 
reflections were based on the results that traffic lights had on children identifying success. 
 
Initial understanding of traffic lights 
At the beginning of this enquiry, I carried out a focus group with selected children, asking 
them if they thought using traffic lights to self-assess their work was a useful tool. After 
discussions with the children, it was apparent the children did not fully understand the 
purpose of traffic lighting. They could identify that we colour green, orange or red based on 
how easy the task was but it was clear from the findings that children were not linking their 
learning back to the success criteria (S.C) so it was not providing accurate understanding of 
their learning and next steps.  
 
Implementing traffic lights 
During the plenary of literacy lessons, children were asked to traffic light their work based on 
how they thought they had achieved. Due to there already being a traffic light system 
integrated into the children’s jotters, traffic light was the most effective and simple way to 
introduce self-assessment to a primary 2 class. Initially, children were not accurate in their 
traffic lighting. They presented the colour they thought I wanted to see instead of a true 
reflection on their learning. Children were highlighting green and this was not reflecting on 
their work (appendix A), and vice versa children were highlighting orange/red if they had not 
completed their work when in fact they had met the success criteria in the work they had 
completed (appendix B).  
 
Implementing traffic light strategy linked to success criteria 
After clear evaluations of the initial introduction to traffic lights, it was clear that I had to be 
more specific on what the children were self-assessing themselves on. From this, I decided to 
link the traffic lighting against the S.C (appendix C). During the plenary of literacy lessons, 



as a class we read over the success criteria again and reflected on how we felt we had met the 
targets. Children would indicate how they felt they met their targets using the traffic light 
system, green, amber or red. This helped the children identify success on their learning. I 
noticed a significant difference from the implementation of traffic lights linked to S.C. It was 
apparent that children were really starting to think about their learning against the success 
criteria and if they had met their targets. Children had a clear understanding of what they 
were assessing and it became a much truer reflection on their work (appendix D).  
 
After a few weeks of continuing through with this approach I met back up with the focus 
group to discuss their understanding of traffic lights as a self-assessment tool. From 
discussions, it was apparent that children had a better understanding. One child explained, “I 
know I am green if I have ticked all my core targets.” Another child added, “I know what to 
do if I know my core targets”, “ I know that I am orange if I haven’t highlighted any 
connectives in my sentences” stated another child. “I shouldn’t put green if it’s too hard for 
me” explained another child. From these discussions, it was clear that children were 
understanding the purpose of traffic lights as a self-assessment tool to help both pupils and I 
understand their individual needs in order for them to reach their full potential and achieve 
success. Marzano (2011) highlights this when stating, it is crucial self-assessment is 
integrated into teaching and learning in order for children to fully understand what is 
expected of them and if they have met their S.C. This will allow children to identify success 
in their learning and allows teachers to be responsive in their planning to ensure all individual 
needs are being met.  
 
Conclusions 
 
It is clear from the findings that the use of traffic lights as a form of self-assessment has a 
positive impact on children’s learning. This enquiry has helped highlight the importance of 
linking traffic lights to the success criteria in order to get a true reflection of the children’s 
understanding. Due to the positive impact of this enquiry, I will continue to use traffic lights 
as a form of self-assessment in my classroom. It is clear, that this is beneficial to both 
learners and teachers as it helps identify children’s understanding and inform responsive 
planning and next steps in order to meet the needs of each individual providing both 
challenge and support. Linking self-assessment directly to the lessons success criteria has 
greatly improved children identifying success in order to become successful learners. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
In future practice, I will be mindful of linking to the success criteria when broadening traffic 
lights across all areas of the curriculum. I am keen to further continue self-assessment to 
discover if traffic lights would work as well in identifying success in numeracy. In the future, 
I would also like to adapt the traffic lights and embed this strategy throughout the lesson to be 
able to receive instant feedback and identify children who are struggling in order to support 
them immediately. Therefore, traffic light fans will be implemented that can be displayed on 
their desk during their work.  
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