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Using the Traffic Lights Toolkit with postgraduate speech and 

language therapy students in preparation for placement 

 

What need or issue was the TLT created to address? 
I was programme director for post graduate, pre-registration students on a two-year intensive 
master’s programme for speech and language therapists. These students, who come from a wide 
range of backgrounds and educational contexts, were required throughout the duration of their 
programme to complete three periods of placement in clinical settings in order to become eligible for 
professional registration. These placements are significant for student learning as they provide a 
context for professional knowledge and skills to develop in real life contexts, as well as requiring the 
integration of theory to practice. However, despite the evident academic skills, life experience and 
transferable skills they brought to this current context, when it came to preparation for this key 
learning experience many students experienced anxiety and low levels of confidence which were 
sufficient to undermine their ability to engage constructively with the learning opportunity. My 
mistake was how I approached supporting them.  I tried to do things to that I thought would be helpful: 
being empathetic, questioning, problem-solving, and taking responsibility for providing them with all 
the information and resources and encouragement that I could. Over the course of a two-year period, 
I realised that these strategies appeared helpful to them in the short term, but each time the 
placement preparation time came around, the same issues arose again. I had to face the fact that my 
helping wasn’t being that helpful. As I started to reflect more carefully on what the students were 
saying, I began to see patterns emerging in both the types of conversations and their content; their 
concerns were not so much about what they were learning about, but how they felt about what they 
were learning; how they felt about how they were learning, and most importantly, the conclusions 
they were drawing about themselves as a result, which were reflected in the language they were using 
to talk about their learning. The recurrent topics concerned their fears about progression; their 
perceived ability to engage effectively with quantitative and qualitative aspects of the learning 
outcomes; and concern about managing low confidence, developing self -awareness particularly in 
relation to knowing ‘how they were doing’ and how they could address their learning needs.  The 
mistake I was making was that It wasn’t about me, their concerns and challenges had little to do with 
what I did, and much more to do with their beliefs about their learning, as often what they were 
experiencing and describing were very real challenges with how they saw themselves as learners.  
 

Why was the intervention chosen for this particular context? Why was this the best 

way to do it? 
This realisation led to understanding at a new level, that listening for and understanding how students 
are experiencing and representing their reality is a vital first step to supporting the m in their learning. 
The challenge was to find a way to scaffold effective conversations that would address their expressed 
needs: a  n increased ability to self-monitor their own learning; to be aware of their affective barriers 
to learning; how these were influencing both their perception of challenge and willingness to 
articulate their individual learning needs in the broader context, and develop effective strategies to 
identify their individual requirements and manage their own learning. Helping individuals to reflect 
upon and increase their understanding of their own learning  process, and learning to identify what 
helps them learn best, are key elements in developing autonomous learners, and the key to successful 
learning.  
This was the beginning of a process which has spanned several years, and caused me to draw and 
reflect on the learning and teaching literature, my professional experience, and foundations for 
practice as a teacher.  The result of this process has been the development of a toolkit composed of 
three individual tools which can be used individually or together to provide staff and students with a 
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flexible and adaptable resource that can be used to encourage collaborative approaches to learning 
and teaching, across a range of academic contexts. It has been developed with a view to being 
accessible to all students and can be applied to both undergraduate and postgraduate learning 
contexts to promote students’ direct and active involvement in the learning process.   
 
The emphasis is on encouraging students, through scaffolded conversations, to make connections and 
facilitating them to identify for themselves what they already know; prior knowledge and experiences 
that they can draw on and generalise from that will helping them to connect with new learning 
contexts and requirements.  
 
The Toolkit has been designed to support students in developing  the ability to self-monitor their own 
learning and to be aware of and articulate their individual differences and learning needs in relation 
to the requirements of their programme of study. The three tools can be used either individually or 
together to support and extend different aspects of student learning, particularly the development of 
learner autonomy.  Little (2000) defines autonomous learning as being about how the learner relates 
psychologically to the content and process of learning.  Definitions of learner autonomy often include 
concepts such as 
 
 Responsibility or ownership of outcomes (internal locus of control) 
 Confidence in skills or ability to achieve (self-efficacy) 
 Engagement with student-led learning (self-regulation) 

 

What was the methodology/method for carrying out the local project? 
The students were introduced to the toolkit and the rationale for its use and development through a 

lecture and associated workshop.  They were then provided with a written participant information 

sheet and invited to participate by completing the consent form and providing copies of their work for 

inclusion in the study.  Participation in the project was optional, but most students agreed to submit 

their work. The decision as to which tools they would use, how often and in which way, was left for 

them to consider and explore.  Part of the rationale for the project was to see if and how the tools 

were perceived by the students as beneficial in supporting their learning. 

What was the scope of the work (no. of students, staff involved, how many times).  
The project included work from a first year postgraduate, pre-registration cohort comprised of 28 

students. Four members of staff were involved in supporting the students both in their preparation 

for, and during their placement, and so were also trained in the rationale and the process.  The pre -

placement tutorials were where the staff had most involvement with the toolkit. One additional 

member of staff was trained separately, as she was employed after the main project was completed, 

but had a role in tutoring students for their second placement for which students spontaneously 

offered additional data as they felt it might be an interesting adjunct to the original study. 
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Fig 1: Examples of a Perception of Challenge Tool (top) and a Quadrant Tool (bottom) completed and 

annotated by students. 
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Fig 2: Example of a Rating Scale Tool completed and annotated by a student.  

 

 

What is the evidence that the project was effective? Particular effects: increased self-

management – it set out to do what you wanted it to do 
 

“A key aim of learning has to be to adequately equip students with knowledge, capabilities, and 
personal qualities that will enable them to thrive in complex and changing contexts; this signals the 
importance of pedagogies that support the development of students’ self –regulation of their own 
learning.” HEA: Engaged student learning (2015: 7)   
 
The students who completed the tools demonstrated considerable variety and creativity in the way in 

which they engaged with and used them to support their learning on placement. Responses to a 

questionnaire at the end of the placement, showed a range of results which provided evidence for 

positive changes in responsibility for and ownership of outcomes (internal locus of control); increased 

confidence in skills or ability to achieve (self-efficacy); and engagement with student-led learning (self-

regulation). Students were able to both view what had changed, and articulate what they had done 

that had led to positive change and successful learning.   

They reported: 

• It helped them to look for and acknowledge changes in the areas they had highlighted 

• They felt an increased sense of control over and ownership of their learning, which helped them 

learn to use past successes to confront current challenges 

• Focusing on successes and positive change strengthened self-esteem, and encouraged an action-

oriented approach to learning. 
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• The impact of this was that they experienced feelings of increased confidence, autonomy and 

independence in their learning. 

These results have been replicated across the feedback methods.  The quantitative data has been 

represented in graphs, each of which summarises the responses to individual questions from the end 

of project questionnaire: 

                                

     

  Fig 3: Student responses to end project questionnaire.  
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I used the traffic lights tool on a regular basis to
track my learning process

The traffic lights tool is useful as a support for
placement preparation and could be developed

further

The traffic lights tool decreased my anxiety
about preparing for placement

The traffic lights tool has helped me break
down challenges and identify steps to move my

learning on

The traffic lights tool has helped me gain
confidence in my skills and abilities

The traffic lights tool has made me more
conscious of my role as an active learner

The traffic lights tool has helped me track my
learning progress

The traffic lights tool has helped me identify
areas in which I need additional support and

direction from my Placement Educator

The traffic lights tool has helped me to think
through the learning outcomes and identify my

personal learning goals/needs

strongly agree agree not sure disagree strongly disagree
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The qualitative data collected from the various feedback data has been analysed using a thematic 

framework.  This data was collected by recording the student responses to the following questions: 

 

1. How did you use the TLT? 

2. In what ways (if any) do you feel you have benefitted from using the traffic lights tool?  

3. What improvements/changes to the traffic lights system would you suggest to increase its 

impact on learning? 

4. Anything else you would like to say/add? 

 

Analysis allowed us to look at what the student felt the impact of using the tools had been for them, 

and secondly the factors they identified as to how that impact had taken place.  

 

Table 1: Qualitative data analysis identifying themes on how change took place in students using the 

Traffic Lights Toolkit. Extracted from qualitative comments made by students on end of project 

questionnaire.    

How change took place 
External representation of emotions – so they can be ‘seen’ and 
therefore engaged with 
Quantifying progress 
Revealing prior knowledge and skills 
Visualising of confidence levels 
Quantifying LNs 
Visual representation of LNs 
Visual representation of challenge 
Visual representation of progress 
Getting us to put words to fears 

Externalisation 

Change of perspective/ 
repositioning 
Increased perception of confidence (noticing) 
Clarifying expectations 
Identifying exceptions 
Reveals complexity/shades of grey/exceptions 

Perspective shift 

Precision targeting/focus 
Sorting (easy->hard) 
Mapping 
Identification of first small steps 
Breaking down the challenge 

Mapping/Sorting/ 
Plotting 

Self-regulation of emotional response 
Recognition of need for growth as part of learning process 
Normalising challenge 

Intrapersonal change 
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Table 2: Qualitative data analysis identifying modes of impact on students using the Traffic Lights 

Toolkit.    

        Thematic Analysis of SLT Qualitative data 
Impact   

Reduction of anxiety 
reduces fear of the unknown 

Reduction of 
anxiety 

Improved self-
management 

Emotional/cognitive preparedness 
Self-regulation of learning 
Identifying and articulating learning needs which require 
external help 
Prioritising 
Clarity of focus 
Outcome focus 
Transferable tool 
Baseline of skills/knowledge and feelings 
Promotes self-reflection 
helps solution finding 
becomes more manageable 

Improved self-
regulation of 
learning 

Clarity of strengths 
Increased perception of confidence (noticing) 
Confidence building (skills/process) 
Self-acceptance  
builds confidence 
Safety net (perception of risk) 

Improved self-
perception 

Collaboration 
Reduction of need for support 
(increased autonomy 
Became an internal motivator 
Changed perception of relationship with PE 
Changed perception of self as learner -> active 

Increased 
autonomy 
(perception of 
personal power) 

 

What is the evidence that the project has been of value? 

  
There were a number of structured feedback opportunities throughout the lifespan of the project that 

allowed students to evaluate and comment on their experience of using the tools: 

1. Individual questionnaire at the end of the placement: Quantitative 

2. Individual questionnaire at the end of the placement: Qualitative \comments 

3. Focus group – poster feedback 

4. Recorded interviews from tutorials (transcribed data) 

5. Video evidence 

6. Individual correspondence 

7. Annotated forms from their use of the toolkit 

These generated a lot of information which has been included in the analyses described and illustrated 

in the appendices.  
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Students were also offered a range of feedback mechanisms within a final focus group setting; some 

used video and others chose to construct a poster in response to four key questions provided as a 

structure to explore their experiences of using the toolkit. 

 

What is the evidence that the project has made a difference? 
 

“Enhancing student access to learning is achieved by ensuring accessibility of ideas at the perceptual 

level (e.g. through the use of object-based learning, visuals) (Chatterjee 2010; Estevez et al. 2010) and 

at higher levels of information processing through appropriate scaffolding and the use of tools and 

models to support understanding (e. g. concept maps (Coller and Scott 2009; DeMeo 2007; Goldberg 

and Ingram 2011); and guided reflection tools (Carroll 2005; Waring and Evans 2015).” HEA: Engaged 

student learning: High impact strategies to enhance student achievement.  (2015)  

 
Evidence from both quantitative and qualitative feedback from students participating in this study 

indicate that the tools have encouraged and enhanced student ability to self-monitor their own 

learning, and to be sensitive to their own individual needs in relation to the requirements of the clinical 

context. The tools have been accessed by participating students, inclusive of age, gender, culture, 

educational and occupational backgrounds and adapted and annotated in individual ways which 

demonstrate attunement to their individual differences and learning needs.  

 
Fig 4: Arrow diagram illustrating the direction of change in students using the Traffic Lights Toolkit. 
 

 
 
Fig 5: Diagram illustrating the modes of impact on students using the Traffic Lights Toolkit.  
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This suggests that the pedagogic design was sensitive and adaptive to the requirements of the context 
and was successful in providing a set of tools to support student self-understanding and promote 

increased engagement relevant to workplace contexts and real world learning outcomes.  Advance 

access to and engagement with placement assessment materials enabled students to familiarise 

themselves with the learning objectives, and to prepare for learning by actively creating their own 

individualised documents as part of the active learning process, including the use of the tools to guide 

critical reflection. 

Students who formed part of the original study cohort have offered the documents they have 

prepared in advance of placement 2, in which they have spontaneously used the materials again.  

Analysis of the patterns of use show that most of them have used the tools in a very similar way to 

last time, with some showing increased use of the tools – and commenting that they now appreciate 

how the addi0tional tools work, and the benefit of them as a toolkit of resources.  

 


