
																																																																																																																																														 	
	

	

Phillipa McKeown 

 “The impact of traffic lighting on pupil learning” 

 

Rationale 

It is widely agreed that assessment is a vital part of learning (Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, 2018). Formative assessment is often highlighted as a method 
which can improve teacher performance, therefore improving student learning. In addition to 
this, when implementing Curriculum for Excellence, the Scottish Government (2011) 
highlighted the importance of teachers using assessment to identify next steps and to ensure 
every child is supported to reach their full potential. Dylan Wiliam (2014) suggests that self-
assessment is a useful approach for students to take ownership of their own learning as well 
as offering a useful opportunity for teachers and learners to work in partnership to recognise 
success as well as decide on appropriate next steps. William also advises that formative 
assessment has other benefits within the classroom, for example promoting critical thinking 
skills, boosting self-confidence as well as being beneficial in informing long and short-term 
planning. I have encouraged learners to engage in self and peer-assessment strategies to 
varying degrees of success but have always felt positive in that it encourages learners to 
become more independent in their learning. Our enquiry group decided to focus on the 
“traffic light” strategy of self-assessment to encourage learners to self-reflect on their 
learning and ultimately measure the impact of this on their own progress. 

Aims 

Our aim was to introduce a traffic light system of self-assessment. This was to be modelled to 
pupils through interactive demonstrations of how this should be carried out to measure the 
impact this had on learners engaging with their learning intentions and success criteria to 
meaningfully reflect on their learning. Having trialled this strategy in the past our group felt 
the traffic light colour chosen did not always demonstrate a true reflection on learning. 
Instead it was felt that the majority of learners gave themselves “green” as they felt this was 
the teacher’s expectation of them, among other reasons. It was hoped that through effective 
modelling of the strategy, learners would take the opportunity to reflect on their success as 
well as begin to identify their own next steps for learning, allowing them to become more 
engaged in the learning process. 

Methodology 

The enquiry took place over a four-week period within a primary three classroom with 
twenty-four children. The learners had a great variation of needs and abilities. The enquiry 
was focussed on learning taking place within Literacy – specifically during daily writing 
activities rather than the taught writing lesson.  

The role of the teacher was to effectively model the traffic light self-assessment strategy, 
including verbal focus on success criteria, as well as to support children where this was 
required, to meaningfully reflect on their own work and give an honest opinion of success. 

The success criteria for each lesson was clearly displayed on the board and referred to 
throughout the lesson. These success criteria were differentiated based on Literacy groupings 
and often co-created with the learners to ensure further ownership of learning.  



																																																																																																																																														 	
	

	

Once learners had completed their tasks, they were again encouraged to reflect on the success 
criteria and traffic light their own learning. If the task was a written task they were simply 
asked to fill in a circle at the end of their work with a green, orange or red colour. If the task 
was non-written, for example a reading for fluency partner read or partner magnetic board 
word building, learners were asked to tick the corresponding colour on a show me board 
created by the teacher and hold these in the air. This also allowed for an effective plenary for 
the teacher to gain a broad grasp of pupils’ feelings of their learning within the lesson. The 
enquiry offered more support with learners using the strategy during the initial lessons, before 
moving to a more independent approach where possible. 

Findings 

It was found that at the start of the enquiry, learners tended to give themselves a green traffic 
light, regardless of really engaging with the success criteria and reflecting on their own 
learning. It became evident that some learners were reluctant to award themselves a green 
despite having met the success criteria, instead adopting a self-critical approach and marking 
themselves as amber or red. On the other hand, some pupils tended to award themselves a 
green simply because they were finished their task, or felt that their work was presented 
neatly. Once the technique was properly modelled for the children however, I began to 
recognise changes in the way children adopted the approach. I found that learners, with 
support, were becoming more honest in their reflections of their learning. After more in-depth 
class discussions and consistently modelling the approach to my pupils, it became clear that 
the approach was becoming a useful tool for self-assessment for learning. Pupils became 
more reflective as they were taking time after completion of a task to re-visit the success 
criteria, re-read their work, check for mistakes and think about it more meaningfully. I gave 
them initial support in deciding what colour they may choose. For example if a lesson had 
three success criteria I suggested that if they had clearly met all three, to give themselves a 
green, if they had met two to give themselves and amber and if they had met one or less they 
might want to give themselves a red for that lesson. Teaching this strategy allowed learners to 
gain the confidence to use the strategy more independently going forward. I found that some 
learners soon began to take time to reflect independently when using the approach without 
prompting, while some pupils still required support to re-visit and reflect on their learning. 

At the end of the enquiry I provided learners with a simple questionnaire which asked them if 
they felt that traffic lighting their worked helped them to understand their learning more. As 
shown below, the majority of learners answered ‘yes’ to this question.  

Table 1: 

“Do you feel that traffic lighting your work helps you to understand your learning?” 
Yes No Don’t Know 

20 2 2 
 

In addition, it was felt through teacher observations that pupil self-esteem was also boosted as 
a result of using the strategy. Pupils reflecting on their learning then realising they had in fact 
met the success criteria and being able to award themselves a green traffic light meant pupils 
were more confident in their own ability to achieve.  

 

 



																																																																																																																																														 	
	

	

Conclusions 

As the enquiry was completed on a relatively small scale of a class of 24 pupils, it would not 
be practical to make generalisations based on its findings. However, it should be noted that 
most pupils seemed to be aware of the approach having a positive impact on their approach to 
learning. I felt that such positive attitudes to the approach had positive implications on the 
learners’ attitude to their own learning. It would appear that from using this self-assessment 
strategy, learners were encouraged to understand their success criteria more, therefore take 
more pride in their work, even making improvements to it before handing it in to be teacher 
assessed. Having learners involved in their own assessment of learning improved outcomes in 
terms of them working to achieve their next steps.  

In addition, the teacher observation of improved learner confidence as a result of using the 
strategy was felt to be a significant positive outcome of its introduction. When learners feel 
more confident in their own abilities they are more likely to enjoy and engage in their 
learning, therefore pushing them to achieve their potential. 

Implications for Future Practice 

Again, as the study was carried out on such a small scale, it is difficult to make 
generalisations about the implications on future practice. However, using the approach with 
the pupils did have a positive impact on their ownership of their own learning. Therefore, it is 
an approach that I will continue to use in the classroom and continue to adapt to suit the 
needs of each learner. This may involve continuing to offer extra support for pupils when 
they are self-assessing, or ensuring differentiated materials are available to allow all pupils to 
access the strategy effectively. It is also worth noting that the traffic light method of self-
assessment is only one of many tools which can be used. For example, I plan to trial other 
Assessment is For Learning methods in the classroom such as “two stars and a wish”, “fist of 
five”, “showing thumbs” etc. Once sound self-assessment methods are in place I plan to build 
on peer-assessment strategies, which Wiliam (2016) also suggests is a valuable tool in 
formative assessment of pupils. 
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