
																																																																																																																																																		 	
	

	

Using Traffic Lights in the Classroom 
 
Kirsty Hamilton 
 
Rational 
 
Raising attainment, closing the poverty related gap and, children and young people meeting 
their full potential are key priorities that the Scottish Government have highlighted which 
will improve outcomes for children (Scottish Government, 2019).  The research shows that 
improving formative assessment can produce significant and substantial learning gains for 
children (Hargreaves, Gipps & Pickering, 2014).  Not only that, but “improved formative 
assessment helps the (so-called) low attainers more than the rest” (Black & William, 1998, p 
4), meaning using quality formative assessment within a classroom can help to raise 
attainment.  Black & William (1998) argue for formative assessment to be successful, 
children should be educated in self-assessment. This means they are able to understand their 
learning goal and the outcomes they need to achieve to be successful learners.  However, not 
only is self-assessment an integral part of the learning process for children, it also helps 
teachers to plan and support children with the next steps of their learning journey.  
 
One method of self-assessment that can be used by children to formatively assess is the 
traffic light system, whereby children when assessing their learning choose a specific colour 
relating to their understanding.  For the purposes of this enquiry this is the system which shall 
be used, as they are easily implemented into the classroom and can be used across all levels 
of the curriculum.    
 
Aims 
 
The aim of this enquiry was to introduce traffic lights as a form of self-assessment within the 
classroom and to determine what the impact, if any, was on the children’s learning. 
  
Methodology 
 
The enquiry was conducted with a Primary 2 class of seventeen children over a four-week 
period during Literacy lessons. The enquiry focussed on the read to write tasks. Each week 
the children used a visual aid (Appendix 1) to assess their learning, stamped their work and 
coloured it either Green – I can do this, Amber – I’m getting there, Red – I need help! 
(Appendix 2). The children focussed on their success criteria to determine their level of 
learning and success. The first lesson was used as a control lesson whereby the children were 
not reminded to use the success criteria to help them assess their learning, nor was there any 
form of modelling.  This allowed the teacher to evaluate the children’s level of understanding 
of how to use traffic lights as an assessment tool.  For the remaining three weeks the teacher 
modelled how the children would use the traffic lights to help them assess before the lesson 
and during the actual assessment of their work.  Each week the children were provided with 
specific success criteria relating to their read to write task and asked to gauge how well they 
felt they had done and their understanding of the task.  Although the whole class was used in 
the enquiry, the read to write tasks are differentiated for each of the three literacy groups as 
are the success criteria.  As such the data collected focussed on the Red Group’s success 
criteria (Appendix 2).  Other than week one the children were encouraged and reminded to 
assess themselves on the following success criteria.  



																																																																																																																																																		 	
	

	

  
Week 1 – I can write about things I have learned from a non-fiction book. 
Week 2 – I can find the missing words from my reading book. 
Week 3 – I can answer questions about the important parts of a story. 
Week 4 – I can find the missing words from my reading book. 
 
Pupil voice was also recorded during the period as another way to assess pupil’s 
understanding of the use of the traffic light system (Appendix 3). At the end of the four-week 
period the children were also provided with a questionnaire to further assess the impact 
(Appendix 4). 
 
Findings 
 
The first week, the children and teacher co-constructed their success criteria based on the 
learning intention. This is something that the children undertake regularly therefore were able 
to identify themselves.  Each group’s success criteria were displayed on the interactive 
whiteboard for all to see. Although the traffic light system was explained at the beginning of 
the lesson, the children were not encouraged to use the success criteria to help them assess 
their work when they had finished. Surprisingly, every child coloured their traffic lights 
green. When asked “why have you given yourself green?” No child related their green to the 
success criteria. In fact, most of the responses focussed on either their enjoyment of the task 
or the reading book, or their core targets of using full stops and capital letters (Appendix 3).  
Some of the children who had given themselves green hadn’t actually answered the questions 
correctly or given the amount of requested information either.   
 
The second week, the children and the teacher co-constructed the success criteria, however 
this time the teacher modelled what was expected when using a traffic lights system of self-
assessment.  The success criteria were again displayed on the interactive whiteboard 
differentiated for each group and the teacher at both the beginning and the end of the lesson 
discussed using this to assess their work.  Despite some children not finding all of the missing 
words, every child again assessed themselves as green. Discussions took place with children 
who had clearly met the success criteria and children who had not, and again no child 
discussed the success criteria as their measure, despite modelling and reinforcement 
(Appendix 3).   
 
On week three following the creation of the success criteria, the teacher again modelled the 
traffic light self-assessment process and reinforced this to the children.  The children were 
instructed to use their success criteria to determine their level of learning.  The teacher 
discussed with the children how this would help to determine next steps for the children and 
help to create future lessons.  As with the previous two weeks, every child assessed 
themselves as green.  Despite some children having some very clear difficulties with their 
task, they all felt they had achieved.  Again, when asked, “what made you successful today?” 
or “why had they given themselves green?”, they again focussed on their enjoyment of the 
task or they had managed to complete the task as opposed to understanding what they were to 
do.  That being said, a number of the children (five) were able to relate the success criteria to 
their assessment.  When asked about their green they were able to say “I answered the 
questions about my book so I was a successful learner”, “I used my book to help me answer 
and that’s why I’m green” and “It was easy because I used the book to help me” (Appendix 
3). 



																																																																																																																																																		 	
	

	

Week four saw the largest number of children using the co-created success criteria as their 
baseline to assess their work. Out of the seventeen children, ten of the children were able to 
verbalise what they had done and relate it to the success criteria. One child who had assessed 
himself as green stated “I know I was successful today because I found all the missing 
words”, another child who assessed herself as yellow stated “I didn’t find all the words in my 
book, so I’ve given myself a yellow” (Appendix 3).  This was the first yellow of the entire 
four-week enquiry, not only that, the child’s reasoning for giving the yellow was appropriate.  
 
At the end of the enquiry the children were asked to complete a questionnaire on their use of 
traffic light self-assessment.  The children were asked two questions to evaluate their 
understanding of the system. 
 

Question Yes No Don’t Know 

I understand why I self-assess my work. 17 0 0 

I like using traffic-lights to self-assess my work. 14 0 3 

 
When I asked the children why they self-assess, I had various responses which suggested the 
children did know why it was used.  These included “it helps me to get better”, “it helps the 
teacher” and “it lets the teacher know what I need help with”.  That being said, all seventeen 
children stated they understood why we self-assessed, however I had other responses such as 
“I like being green”, “I want the teacher to know I liked the task” and “I don’t know” 
(Appendix 3).  Suggesting that not all the children do understand. 
 
Conclusions 
 
At the beginning of the four-week period no child within the class was able to use the traffic 
lights system appropriately to assess their learning. By the end of the four-week period more 
than half of the children understood and were able to verbalise their reasoning for using 
traffic lights to self-assess.  This suggests that, with continual modelling and reinforcement, 
the use of traffic lights as a self-assessment technique can be effective within a primary 
setting.  Throughout the enquiry the children were becoming more and more confident with 
using the system and relating it to their success criteria.  However, there were still a number 
of instances where there was no improvement, despite at the end all seventeen children stated 
they understood why they self-assess.  This could be due to confidence, age, the class are 
very young, their understanding or the success criteria continually changing.  Therefore, 
further teaching, modelling and reinforcement are required to ensure the method can be used 
effectively.  Also introducing other self-assessment aids could be beneficial to ensure that all 
children understand and can use self-assessment successfully.    
 
 
 
 
 



																																																																																																																																																		 	
	

	

Implications for Future Practice 
 
Based on the findings, it is clear that self-assessment is an integral part of a child’s learning, 
and undertaken correctly can help children to become successful learners (William & Black, 
1998).  However, for this to happen teachers have to ensure they provide the children with the 
tools and understanding to be able to self-assess appropriately.  Only then can this be 
considered a truly effective way to support children in the classroom, raise attainment and 
close the poverty related gap.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1 – children used this poster to help them decide on their success. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Appendix 2 – children used a traffic light stamper and stamped their work, then they coloured 
in using a green, yellow or red pencil, depending on how they assessed their learning.  



																																																																																																																																																		 	
	

	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  



																																																																																																																																																		 	
	

	

Appendix 3 – pupil voice - these were some of the responses to the questions asked by 
the teacher during the self-assessment process. 
 

Week 1 
Questions  Pupil’s Answers 
I can write about things I have learned 
from a non-fiction book. 
 
 
“Why have you given yourself green 
today?” 
 
“Do you think you were a successful learner 
today?” 
 

“I liked that book, it had lots of great 
pictures.” 
“I learned a lot today, so I must be.” 
“I used lots of capital letters in my work.” 
“Yeah I was successful as I have used neat 
writing.” 
“I finished all of my work.” 
“The book was really good, I loved reading 
it.” 
 

 
Week 2 
Questions  Pupil’s Answers 
I can find the missing words from my 
reading book. 
 
“What made you successful today?” 
 
“Did you find all of the missing words from 
your reading book?” 
 

“I love finding the words, it’s my favourite 
thing.” 
“I’m always green!” 
“This was easy for me” 
“Yeah I found all my words, it was easy.” 
“Because I had neat handwriting and I wrote 
on the lines.” 
“I found most of them.” 
“I’m done, that’s why.” 

 
Week 3 
Questions  Pupil’s Answers 
I can answer questions about the 
important parts of a story. 
 
“What made you successful today?” 
 
“Why have you given yourself green today?” 
 
 

“I answered the questions about my book so 
that made me successful.” 
“I used my book to help me answer and that’s 
why I’m green.”  
“It was easy because I used the book to help 
me.” 
“A good reader always looks in their book.” 
“I finished all my work today.” 
“I answered all the questions in sentences.” 

 
Week 4 
Questions  Pupil’s Answers 
I can find the missing words from my 
reading book. 
 
“What made you successful today?” 
 

“I know I was successful today because I 
found all the missing words.” 
“I didn’t find all the words in my book, so 
I’ve given myself a yellow.” 
“I used my reading book and I found all of 



																																																																																																																																																		 	
	

	

“Did you find all of the missing words from 
your reading book?” 
 

the words.” 
“Yes, I found all of the words, so I was 
successful.” 
“I finished my writing, and I found all the 
words.” 
“Using the book helped me to find all the 
words.” 

 
 
Appendix 4 – some of the responses to the questionnaires that the pupils filled out at the 
end of the enquiry. 
 

 


