
																																																																																																																																																				 	
	

	

Using Traffic Lights in the Classroom 

 

Amy Rogerson 

 

Rationale  

Assessment is for Learning (AiFL) has become more prominent within the classroom, with a 

concentration on the use of formative assessment. Education Scotland (2005) asserts that AiFL can 

have an important impact on children’s learning and can improve their life skills for the future.  

Formative assessment is used by both teachers and students as a way of informally assessing students’ 

progress and areas for development. Wiliam (2011) suggests that using formative assessment allows 

teachers to confirm whether the learning taking place has been successful or not, which may result in 

the teacher evaluating their approach to improve learners understanding or give them the confirmation 

the children are ready to progress with their learning. Formative assessment also allows children to 

take ownership of their learning, identifying their own next steps and celebrating success, which in 

turn motivates children to progress within their learning (Klenowski, 1995). 

Formative assessment can be implemented in many ways within the classroom. One particular method 

is self-assessment. This involves students reflecting upon their own work and identifying their own 

next steps in order to improve their learning, giving students more agency in order to progress 

successfully (Harris & Brown, 2018). The Scottish Government (2011) promote the use of self-

assessment within classrooms as it allows students to be reflective of their own learning and, in turn, 

make positive improvements to their learning.  

The use of self-assessment is a regular occurrence in my classroom and is used to encourage pupils to 

become more independent and reflective learners. Learners are encouraged to use the shared Learning 

Intentions and Success Criteria to reflect on their work and construct feedback for themselves 

identifying areas of strength and development. In order to evaluate the effectiveness of self-

assessment within my classroom, I have decided to integrate daily traffic lighting into Literacy 

lessons. Pupils will identify a green, amber or red traffic light in their jotter as well as sorting their 

work into green, amber and red marking trays once finished. In addition to this, pupils will create 

constructive feedback for themselves in order to reflect and improve on their work. 

 

 



																																																																																																																																																				 	
	

	

Aim 

The aim of this enquiry was to evaluate if using traffic lights as a self-assessment tool has an impact 

on children’s learning. Children who indicated a green traffic light were challenged in their learning 

and children who indicated an amber or red traffic light were offered additional support when 

completing their tasks. Students were already familiar with using traffic lights as part of their daily 

routine, however, this study enforced using traffic lights purely as a self-assessment tool and was 

implemented in a more structured manner than previously. Enforcing the use of traffic lightening 

allowed me to evaluate the learning taking place and identify any additional support for pupils or 

perhaps adopt a different approach to the learning.   

 

Methodology 

This enquiry was carried out over a four week period in a composite Primary 7/6 class with 21 

children. The enquiry was based on various Literacy lessons, focussing on using NLC’s six reading 

strategies. Over the four week period, I gathered a range of evidence, including monitoring pupil’s 

self-assessment in their jotters, pupil voice through the use of a questionnaire and regular observations 

of self-assessment within the classroom. At the beginning of the four week enquiry, all pupils were 

given a questionnaire to complete (Figure 5). The same questionnaire was completed again at the end 

of the four week enquiry.  

At the beginning of each lesson, the set Learning Intention and agreed Success Criteria were shared 

with the class and pupils were given an opportunity to co-construct the success criteria as a class. The 

agreed success criteria was also displayed in the class for all to see. This allowed pupils to have a 

clear understanding of what was expected of them during the lesson and gave them a clear visual to 

identify whether they had been successful or not.  

At the end of the lesson, children self-assessed their own work by drawing a green, amber or red 

circle next to their learning intention. A green circle indicated that they have understood the work and 

have met all of their success criteria, an amber circle indicated they understood some of the work but 

required more assistance and a red circle indicated the pupil did not understand the work and required 

more help and assistance. The teacher then compared the self-assessment coloured circle to the work 

completed to determine whether the pupil had been honest and accurate in their self-evaluation.  

 

 

 



																																																																																																																																																				 	
	

	

Findings  

After most literacy lessons, children read over their set success criteria and learning intention and 

chose the appropriate traffic light to indicate how successful they felt they had been in their learning. 

Having the traffic light next to the learning intention in the pupil’s jotters gave a quick and clear 

indication of the children’s reflection while marking their work. It allowed me to clearly see who felt 

they had achieved their learning intentions, however this was based upon pupils honesty when traffic 

lightening their work. 

Observations at the beginning of the enquiry showed some pupils giving themselves a green traffic 

light automatically if they had completed their work within the set time without checking over their 

work or their success criteria. On the other hand, some children were awarding themselves an amber 

traffic light for most tasks when they had in fact successfully met all of the success criteria (Figure 1). 

After discussion with these pupils, it was concluded pupils were reluctant to give themselves a green 

as they were lacking confidence in their own ability to be successful during the lesson.  

As the enquiry progressed, observations and samples of pupils work evidenced that pupils previously 

awarding themselves an amber traffic light were becoming more confident when completing tasks and 

gained the confidence to award themselves a green traffic light by the end of the four weeks (Figure 

2). After each lesson, I provided verbal feedback to pupils who lacked confidence to award 

themselves a green and motivated them to see the improvement and high standard of work they were 

producing.  

Observations also showed that although some pupils were accurate in their self-assessment, the next 

steps they constructed were very generic and not specific enough in order to improve their work. As a 

result of this, many pupils standard of work remained the same for the majority of the enquiry and as 

a result showed little or no improvements.  

As the enquiry progressed, children were beginning to examine the success criteria in more depth to 

reflect on their learning and provide themselves a traffic light that showed an accurate representation 

of their work. By the end of the enquiry, pupils were able to confidently discuss the reasons behind 

their chosen traffic light and their next steps. 

In addition to this, pre and post pupil questionnaires found a shift in opinions regarding traffic lighting 

work. Prior to the intervention, not many children were sure if using traffic lights had any benefit to 

them and nearly half of the class felt it had neither a positive or negative impact on them. When 

analysing the post-intervention results, it is clear to see a change in attitude among pupils. It is evident 

that the majority of the class now agree that using traffic lights has a positive impact on their learning. 

 



																																																																																																																																																				 	
	

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Figure	1	–	Sample	of	pupils	work	
showing	amber	traffic	light		

Figure	2	–	Sample	of	pupils	work	
showing	green	traffic	light	after	
previously	giving	themselves	amber	

Figure	3	–	display	showing	pupils	
meaning	behind	each	traffic	light		

Figure	4	–	corresponding	self-
assessment	trays	for	pupils	to	place	
work	in	when	completed	in	relation	
to	their	chosen	traffic	light	



																																																																																																																																																				 	
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

It can be concluded from the findings that using traffic lights as a method of self-assessment was a 

beneficial and visual way of promoting self-assessment. The findings highlighted that traffic lighting 

can be a valuable approach to encouraging pupils to take ownership of their work and become 

reflective learners by identifying their strengths and personalised next steps to improve the quality of 

their learning. The method of traffic lightening their work was useful for pupils as it was a private 

way of assessing their work against the set success criteria and acknowledging their own success and 
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areas for improvement. As the four week enquiry progresses, it was clear pupils were developing a 

better understanding of how to correctly self-assess their work in line with the success criteria, which 

resulted in a true reflection of the work they had completed.  

 

Implications for future practice 

As this enquiry was carried out in a short amount of time, the length of study was a barrier to the 

success of this enquiry. As pupils were already familiar on how to traffic light their work, the study 

was able to be implemented with immediate effect without any disruption or additional inputs being 

delivered to the class. The findings of the enquiry supports the use of self-assessment strategies within 

the classroom as a regular way to assess pupils understanding of the work they are completing, 

allowing teachers to put the necessary actions in place to allow additional support for pupils who are 

struggling, as well as allowing children to take ownership of their own learning (Boud, 1989).  

However, to ensure this is interpreted correctly, pupils must be aware of and fully understand the self-

assessment tool they are using in order for it to be effective and have an impact on pupils learning. 

Due to the success of this enquiry, I will continue to use traffic lights to self-assess pupils work in line 

with the set success criteria to allow pupils to identify their own strengths and next steps to become 

more successful in their learning.  
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