
Will introducing traffic lights as a method of self-assessment increase engagement for 
digital learning? 
Josh Espie. Group 1E 
 
Rationale 
 
In recent years, there was been a concerted effort towards meeting the needs and maximising 
the potential of all learners in Scotland. This is evidenced through the introduction of Getting 
it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) as a child-focussed policy framework. GIRFEC seeks to 
meet four capacities: successful learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and 
responsible citizens. In meeting these, GIRFEC seeks to ensure that each child is able to 
achieve their full potential. This is facilitated via the SHANARRI indicators that help ensure 
the health and wellbeing of each learner. Implicit in such a framework is that every learner 
will be treated equitably and given equal opportunities (Scottish Government, 2012).  
 
However, the Covid-19 pandemic posed a significant threat to the goals of GIRFEC. There 
was increased concern about how this would affect engagement in tasks within the teacher’s 
school. In order for the goals of GIRFEC to be achieved, every learner should have equal 
access to education. One method of increasing engagement is the use of self-assessment. 
 
Self-assessment allows a teacher to gauge the learners’ understanding of tasks, confidence 
and ability to persevere in their work (Hayes, 2012). This perseverance may have been 
impacted during digital learning when learners have more freedom regarding when and if 
they complete tasks. Indeed, confidence with tasks has been shown to be closely linked to 
engagement (McMillan and Hearn, 2008). Thus, it follows that if one can monitor the 
confidence of learners, and organise work such that learners are self-assured in their ability to 
complete it, engagement should increase. Furthermore, self-assessment has been linked to 
positive effects on learning (Sadler and Good, 2006). Maths was chosen for the subject of this 
enquiry due to the historical link between maths and low confidence (Larkin & Jorgensen, 
2016). A modified traffic light system was used to assess understanding in this enquiry. 
 
For the purposes of this enquiry, engagement will be defined as participating in the maths 
task. This is distinct from attendance in that attendance will mean to have engaged in any task 
that day. This is an important difference because although many learners engaged in online 
learning in some form, far fewer engaged in set maths tasks. 
 
Aims 
 
The aim of this enquiry was to determine whether using a modified traffic light method of 
self-assessment would increase engagement in numeracy. This would be done through scores 
on self-assessment informing teaching and planning. 
 
Methodology  
 
The enquiry took place in a Primary 6 class with a wide range of abilities and needs. It took 
place over four weeks during numeracy lessons and was entirely conducted during remote 
learning. There were 28 learners involved. 
 
The method of self-assessment used was a modified traffic light system that was 
accompanied by a score of 1-10. 1-3 correlated to red, 4-7 to amber and 8-10 to green. 



Learners were instructed to put a number in a circle of either red, amber or green at the top of 
their page to showcase how well they understood the task. Red indicated that they were not 
understanding the work, amber that they were understanding some elements but had some 
things they still did not fully understand and green meant they fully understood the task and 
were confident with their learning.  
 
The scale from 1-10 provided the teacher with further information concerning to what degree 
they related to their colour. For example, there is a big difference between a learner selecting 
amber because they are not entirely confident in all of the work and a learner who selects 
amber because they believe they understood enough to not warrant a red and this scale allows 
this to be illustrated. These instructions were explicitly explained to the learners and they 
were encouraged to be honest with their answers as they would assist in the planning of 
future lessons and enable the teacher to assist and support where necessary. The data was 
collated and input into a spreadsheet to allow for a holistic view of the class’s understanding. 
 
These instructions were reissued to learners every maths lesson. The learning intention and 
success criteria were made clear to learners at the beginning of the lesson to ensure that the 
learner knew what they were assessing their understanding against. 
 
A survey was carried out at the end of the enquiry period to identify if the learners knew why 
they were assessing themselves and if they thought that it was helpful. This allowed the 
teacher to account for the perceptions of the learners. 
 
Findings 
 
Over four weeks, the evidence was gathered using a range of strategies including 
observations, spreadsheet analysis and feedback. 
 
Observations 
 
Though this task was completed online, observations occurred through the interactions of 
learners with the teacher on the platform. Before the onset of the enquiry, it was far less 
common for a learner to ask for help while digitally learning than when in the classroom. 
This led to learners uploading their work, it being marked and a comment made and often no 
response from the learner. This was particularly concerning for learners who seemed to not 
fully understand the work. 
 
However, when using traffic lights, the teacher could easily identify learners that had not 
understood the task and allowed learners to indicate that they needed more support. 
Furthermore, this provided other useful information in that some learners believed that they 
fully understood the task despite not answering the questions correctly. This then allowed the 
teacher to alter their work to clarify troublesome concepts.  
 
Spreadsheet Analysis  
 
I recorded each time a learner used the traffic light method of self-assessment and input these 
scores and their colour into a spreadsheet (Appendix A). Arranging the data in this format 
allowed patterns and trends to be more easily identified. For example, it can clearly be seen 
that those who were more confident with the work were more likely to complete it. 
Conversely, the learners who were least likely to complete the work were those that self-



assessed as having difficulties. This is interesting because some of these learners were 
completing other tasks that were allocated the same day. 
 
Furthermore, engagement can clearly be seen as increasing throughout the weeks, with the 
least attended week being the first week. It should be noted that general attendance was 
decreasing on the final week and this may explain why engagement seems to decrease again 
in week four. 
 
Feedback 
 
To assess whether the learners understood how to correctly self-assess and attain their 
perceptions of the process, I allocated a questionnaire.  
 
Table 1. post-enquiry questionnaire 
 Yes No  Maybe  
Did you understand 

how to use the 
traffic light method 
of self-assessment? 

15 0 2 

Do you think traffic 
lights to self-assess 

your work will make 
you feel more 

involved in you 
learning? 

6 3 8 

Did you like using 
the traffic light 
method of self-

assessment? 

6 4 7 

 
As can be observed in the table, the vast majority of learners understood how to use this 
method of self-assessment. They were also more positive than negative in their perceptions of 
the self-assessment. I had individual conversations with learners who said that “it’s really 
easy to do, like, it doesn’t take long to do it.” When asked how they felt about it said “I’m not 
bothered, it’s not a big deal to do it but I don’t love doing it.” Indifference, then, may explain 
the high proportion of learners who answered ‘maybe’ as opposed to negative feelings.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The results from this enquiry indicate that the use of traffic lights was useful in attaining 
additional information from learners when remote learning. The results displayed in the 
spreadsheet clearly indicated increased engagement and not decreased, as was the general 
trend with attendance. It should be noted that in the final week of the enquiry, there was a big 
dip in attendance and this explains the lower numbers engaging in maths. The results 
obtained from the learners allowed the teacher to vary the difficulty of work and target 
specific learners who reported low amber or red with additional conciliatory tasks. It can be 
observed in the data that those least likely to engage were those who lacked confidence in 
their mathematical abilities. One limitation of this enquiry was that, due to the learning being 



online, it was difficult to prompt those who were not engaging to engage. Similarly, the 
teacher had little control over whether the learners were completing consolidation tasks. 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
The use of traffic lighting was found to be helpful in its assistance in teaching and planning in 
an online setting as it enabled learners to reflect upon their learning and take ownership. 
Moreover, it provided useful information relating to learners’ confidence in the area of maths. 
This should be expanded upon by incorporating the use of traffic lights into other subjects 
during online learning as they were only utilised in numeracy. This would be particularly 
useful for online literacy, as engagement in these tasks decreased over the period of this 
enquiry. As a result of this enquiry, the teacher will continue to use traffic lights in their own 
practice and will additionally utilise them within the classroom. The finding of this report 
have been encouraging and has led to the teacher subsequently investigating additional 
methods of self-assessment. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A. Spreadsheet with the results of self-assessment. 
 

 
 


