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Using traffic lights as a means of self-assessment and their effect on pupil engagement 
and confidence in Maths. 

Rationale  

Assessment within education is a key component of the learning process. In particular, 
formative assessment and the strategies used within this are essential in supporting both 
learners and practitioners identify strengths and areas which require further support and 
development. This notion is supported by the Scottish Government’s Curriculum for 
Excellence (2011) which recognises children’s development in the classroom via the use of 
formative assessment and the opportunities these methods present such as improving pupil 
confidence and understanding around reflecting on their learning. Making Maths Count (2016) 
notes the essential need for improvements towards attitudes and confidence in maths in 
Scotland’s effort to raise attainment. With this, as well as considering the importance of 
improving general anxieties towards maths, this curricular area was chosen as the focus for this 
enquiry. 

Taking into account the various stages taught within our enquiry group, we decided to focus 
on a formative assessment strategy that can be utilised by pupils of varying ages. Furthermore, 
we agreed that the impact of using traffic lighting as a self-assessment tool could be 
investigated through both online and in class learning. Black and Wiliam (1998) concluded that 
formative assessment had a more positive impact on children requiring further support than 
those in need of extra challenge. With this in mind, we decided that traffic lighting was an 
interesting area of assessment that would enable all learners the opportunity to engage in and 
evaluate their understanding and learning. 

Through observations, discussions, and online feedback, I found that some pupils lacked 
confidence in asking for assistance with their tasks or did not fully understand their learning 
when questioned about it. This was another key reason behind choosing this enquiry as I 
wanted to investigate and ultimately improve children’s ability to reflect on their learning and 
communicate how confident they felt in successfully completing tasks based on learning. 

 

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to investigate what impact the implementation of traffic lights as 
a self-assessment tool had on children’s engagement and confidence in the curricular area of 
maths.  

 

Methodology 

The enquiry was conducted over a four-week period with 17 Primary 2 pupils of differing 
abilities and support needs. A traffic-light symbol on work as well as traffic-light trays Were 
used as a way of gathering data and evidence around this enquiry. The main premise of the 
enquiry was to gain a better understanding of whether traffic lighting gave learners an increased 



opportunity to evaluate their work, as well as allowing them to engage with and highlight any 
issues or difficulties they may have experienced. It was evident from observations of previous 
self-assessment methods that pupils often lost the true meaning of what they were being asked 
to do. For example, as the pupils within the class are so young, they often copied their friend’s 
actions rather than assessing their own learning against success criteria. Introducing traffic 
lights as a means of self-assessment gave learners opportunities to privately communicate their 
understanding, or lack of understanding, without peers being aware of their reflections on their 
work. Hence, allowing them to self-assess honestly with increased confidence. 

At the beginning of the enquiry, the pupils were asked some questions via a Microsoft Teams 
questionnaire, see Appendix 1. Questions were asked around pupil confidence in maths as well 
as whether they thought traffic lighting as a means of self-assessment would help ensure the 
learners were more involved in their learning and the identification of next steps. In class, the 
pupils were given a blank traffic light circle at the bottom of their work and asked to colour 
this according to how well they felt they had grasped the learning. This would hopefully inform 
the teacher’s next steps in relation to planning and teaching. Additionally, the children were 
also given the opportunity to put maths jotters in trays with corresponding traffic light colours 
at the end of some lessons. The children were encouraged to choose the green tray if they felt 
confident in their work, amber if they had an understanding of the learning intention but felt 
they needed some more practise, and the red tray if they were in need of direct teacher 
assistance. 

 

Findings 

Questionnaires 

Responses to the online questionnaire were limited meaning the results were therefore not 
reflective of the whole class’s feelings. However, data collected from the responses given 
indicated that pupil confidence in Maths was gauged at an average of 6/10. The results also 
highlighted that almost all pupils felt that traffic lighting could be a useful way of assessing 
their work and that this would be a good method of letting the teacher know how they felt about 
the learning. 

Following the return of infant classes to school, a further conclusive questionnaire was given 
to pupils in class. See Appendix 2. The results of this questionnaire are detailed below in Figure 
1: 

Figure 1 

 RED AMBER  GREEN 
Q1  1 0 16 
Q2  1 3 13 
Q3  0 1 16 

 

These results clearly show a large majority of the class had positive outlooks on traffic lighting 
as a means of self-assessment, after their experiences using this method both online and in 
class.  



Traffic Lights on Work 

Children were asked to create a small circle illustrating a traffic light colour on any maths work 
uploaded during online learning and in-school learning. Figures 2 and 3 show a selection of 
pupil assessments across the 4-week enquiry. 

Figure 2  

 

 Figure 3 

Some tasks are shown from weeks 1-4 below. 

Pupil WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 
 Task 1 Task 2 Task 1 Task 2 Task 1 Task 2 Task 1 Task 2 
Pupil A         
Pupil B         
Pupil C         
Pupil D         
Pupil E         
Pupil F         
Pupil G         
Pupil H         
Pupil I         
Pupil J         
Pupil K         
Pupil L         
Pupil M         
Pupil N         
Pupil O         
Pupil P         
Pupil Q         



Interestingly, Figure 3 illustrates that work uploaded during online learning appeared to be 
self-assessed less positively, indicating a lack of confidence in maths work. However, it must 
be considered that this could be a result of working under unfamiliar circumstances as well as 
the varied levels of support from families at home. Perhaps the return to school and a familiar 
classroom setting contributed to a positive shift in pupil confidence and overall attitudes 
towards self-assessment of maths. As seen in Figure 3, it is clear that traffic lighting had a 
beneficial impact on pupil confidence and understanding. For example, ‘Pupil H’ 
communicated that there was a lack of understanding and confidence in their work during the 
first few weeks. After discussions and further support, self-assessments showed a significant 
increase in pupil confidence as the weeks progressed. It is important to note that after the 
introduction of the traffic lights self-assessment tool, there was a significant increase in pupil 
questions around success criteria. Although these were explicitly highlighted and reiterated, 
the children seemed more interested in ensuring they had a firm understanding of the success 
criteria and what was being asked of them which enabled them to assess themselves more 
accurately. 

Traffic Light Trays 

It was important to give children more than one opportunity to communicate their feelings 
around their learning. Traffic Light trays were introduced to the classroom in order to create a 
more physical and illustrative form of feedback. This enabled the teacher to promptly evaluate 
the level of pupil confidence in the set piece of work. However, this method did result in some 
children simply choosing to put their work or jotter into the same tray as their friends. 
Therefore, this did not always provide a true reflection of pupils’ self-assessment. It is 
important to note that in most cases, children’s work did equate to the colour of traffic light 
chosen in their self-assessment. However, some children chose to repeatedly add their work to 
the red tray, which had little or no correspondence to their level of understanding of the set 
task. It could be concluded that this was as a result of the child or children’s desire for attention 
from the teacher. 

 

Conclusion 

The data collected throughout this short 4-week investigation suggested that there was an 
overall improvement in the learner’s understanding of self-assessment. Furthermore, feedback 
also suggested that children became more engaged in their tasks while self-assessing via traffic 
lighting. Pupils asked more questions around their learning and what was expected of them 
when they were encouraged to traffic light their work. This suggested that pupil engagement 
increased as a result of their involvement in self-assessing. Confidence in maths work was 
undoubtedly affected by using traffic lights as a self-assessment tool as attitudes and results 
showed that pupils were able to more easily communicate their feelings around their learning. 
This communication was facilitated through traffic lighting which resulted in quality dialogue 
between teacher and pupil to discuss understanding and next steps. For example, ‘Pupil H’ 
(see Figure 3) showed a lack of confidence and understanding of their tasks in the first few 
weeks of the enquiry period. As a result of their traffic light assessments, steps were taken by 
the practitioner to reach out to the pupil and offer further support. 

 



Implications on Future Practice 

Using traffic lights as a means of self-assessment has been undoubtedly beneficial within the 
classroom. Whilst using traffic lights, I was able to easily and quicky identify children in need 
of further support and attention through analysing their self-assessments. Moreover, this tool 
also gave me the opportunity to observe how pupils evaluated their own understanding and 
confidence in their learning. Using this self-assessment tool highlighted that some pupils who 
seem to be coping well in their learning can need further clarification and practise to feel 
confident. This would most likely not be communicated orally to me by the pupil, thus 
highlighting the benefits of this assessment tool. It is my intention to continue to use traffic 
lights as a means of self-assessment, with a view to expand this through adding a pupil 
comment. This comment would illustrate more clearly what the pupils know they are doing 
well and what they may need some further support in. Using traffic light trays were also 
beneficial within the classroom although this method did seem to benefit the practitioner more 
than the learner as an assessment tool. Trays did simply encourage some children to choose the 
colour a friend had chosen and therefore did not always reflect a true self-assessment. 
Furthermore, the way in which learners put their work in trays in front of others could also 
affect results as some pupils preferred to be more private in their self-assessments. Thus, upon 
reflection, traffic light trays may be better utilised within an upper school classroom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 1 

 

 
On a scale of 1-10, how confident do you feel in maths? (10 being very confident) 
 
                            1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 
 
 
Do you think using traffic lights will allow you to be more involved in your 
learning? 
 
                          YES         MAYBE         NO 
 
 
Do you think traffic lights will be a good way of letting the teacher know how 
you feel about your task? 
                                       
 
                                     YES           MAYBE            NO 
 



Appendix 2  
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