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Abstract. This study examines the psychological mechanisms by which grading and assessment 
shape students’ motivation to learn, with a particular focus on intrinsic and extrinsic motivational 
processes. Through an extensive review of current literature and an analysis of contemporary practices 
within the Azerbaijani education system, the dual role of assessment is highlighted - as both a catalyst 
for engagement and a potential source of anxiety and disengagement. Drawing on core theories such 
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as Self-Determination Theory, Mindset Theory, and Attribution Theory, the study explores how 
formative and summative assessment practices impact academic behaviours, emotional well-being, 
and long-term educational goals. Findings indicate that while externally driven motivation triggered 
by grades can yield short-term performance boosts, intrinsic motivation - nurtured through 
constructive feedback, fair assessment, and supportive learning environments - has a more sustainable 
impact on learners. In the Azerbaijani context, where traditional grading remains predominant, pilot 
studies suggest that psychologically informed formative assessment strategies show promising 
results. The paper concludes with policy recommendations for designing assessment systems that 
foster autonomy, competence, and relatedness among students. 

Keywords: Learning motivation, assessment, grading, educational psychology, feedback, 
Azerbaijan, formative assessment, student resilience. 

 

Introduction 

Learning motivation is widely recognised as one of the most critical determinants of academic 
success, cognitive development, and the formation of lifelong learning habits. It encompasses the 
internal and external forces that initiate, direct, and sustain goal-oriented behaviours in educational 
settings (Schunk et al., 2014; Ryan, 2020). Motivation is shaped by a complex interplay of individual 
characteristics - such as self-concept, goal orientation, and personal interest - and contextual factors, 
among which the system of grading and assessment occupies a central place (Deci et.al., 2000). 

Globally, assessment systems have traditionally served the dual purpose of measuring learning 
outcomes and providing feedback to guide instruction. However, the psychological implications of 
grading extend far beyond their measurement function. Grades can significantly affect students’ 
emotional states, academic self-concept, and willingness to engage with challenging material (Schunk 
et al., 2014). The dichotomy between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation is particularly relevant in this 
context. Intrinsic motivation, which arises from genuine interest and the satisfaction of learning itself, 
tends to be supported by environments that offer autonomy, competence-enhancing feedback, and 
a sense of relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2020). In contrast, extrinsic motivation - driven by external rewards 
such as grades, certificates, or approval - can produce short-term compliance but may undermine 
deeper engagement when used excessively or punitively (Deci, et.al., 2000). 

Research Problem 

The main research problem addressed in this study is the examination of students’ motivation 
and the impact of assessment procedures. 
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Research focus 

This study examines how the grading process influences students' learning motivation and 
curiosity in educational settings. 

Research aim and questions 

This study delves into the psychological dimensions of grading and assessment within the 
specific cultural and systemic context of Azerbaijan. It aims to critically examine how current 
assessment practices influence students’ motivational orientations, emotional well-being, and long-
term academic trajectories. By integrating international theoretical frameworks with local empirical 
data, the study provides evidence-based recommendations for optimising assessment to support 
sustainable motivation for learning. 

Literature review 

In Azerbaijan, the educational landscape has long been dominated by summative assessment 
practices, including high-stakes examinations and traditional grading systems that emphasise 
outcomes over learning processes. The centralised university entrance examination (State Exam 
Committee, 2025) exerts a powerful influence on instructional practices, often reinforcing rote 
memorisation and teaching to the test (Hasanov et al., 2019). Nevertheless, recent educational 
reforms, supported by the Institute of Education of the Republic of Azerbaijan, have introduced pilot 
programs to integrate formative assessment strategies that prioritise student reflection, feedback, and 
continuous improvement (Ministry of Science and Education, 2023). Despite these efforts, systemic 
challenges persist, including insufficient teacher training in assessment literacy, deeply embedded 
exam-oriented cultures, and limited institutional capacity to support psychologically informed 
assessment practices (Institute of Education, 2020). 

The role of measurement and evaluation in education is quite important (Avan, Akbaş & Gülgün, 
2019). The extent to which teaching objectives are achieved, the identification of students' readiness 
and prior knowledge at the beginning of instruction, their misconceptions, cognitive, affective, and 
psychomotor characteristics, the determination of knowledge-learning deficiencies in the learning-
teaching process and the shaping of the learning-teaching process, the determination of learning 
levels and changes in cognitive, affective, and psychomotor skills at the end of the process, and the 
guidance of students towards areas where they can improve themselves are all realized through the 
measurement and evaluation process (Şahingöz & Yıldırım, 2022).  

A good assessment process is needed to make sound decisions about students, thanks to valid 
and reliable measurement results. In traditional assessment, however, it is not possible to determine 
how the student learns the information, how the information is structured, or how the student thinks 



©Copyright 2026 by the author(s) This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License. 

 230 

and communicates (Öncü, 2009). Based on this reasoning, in the assessment process to be carried 
out within the learning-teaching process, in addition to the tools included in the scope of traditional 
assessment, tools from alternative assessment should also be used (Şahingöz & Yıldırım, 2022). When 
the literature is examined, alternative assessment can be explained as assessment activities that 
include all assessments outside the traditional assessment circle, which only contains multiple-choice, 
true-false, and short-answer items with only one correct answer, that evaluate not only the product but 
also the learning process, that students are responsible for the learning process, that contribute to 
their learning in addition to giving grades to the student, that provide feedback on the student's 
development and learning deficiencies, and that contribute to the student's active participation in 
teaching by placing the student at the center (Çepni et al., 2007). Alternative assessment is a system 
that focuses on performance and addresses the student's competencies more comprehensively from 
cognitive, affective and psychomotor perspectives.  

Alternative assessment encourages students to use their own skills and knowledge, rather than 
determining how previously learned skills and knowledge are understood and interpreted. Alternative 
assessment is a process that allows teachers and students to make decisions about students' 
developmental progress by applying assessment methods beyond traditional measurement and 
enables active participation in the evaluation of their own performance (Kavaliauskienė, Kaminskienė 
& Anusienė, 2007). In traditional assessment, measuring cognitive skills and concluding are the main 
principles. However, problems arise in fully evaluating students in such an assessment situation. 
Because the student may not be successful in the assessment process due to some environmental 
factors, such a situation does not mean that the student does not have the knowledge; it only indicates 
that the failure occurred due to negative conditions. The techniques used in traditional measurement 
and evaluation are based on rote memorisation, do not fully measure attitudes, values, and 
judgments, generally rely on immediate answers from students during exams, cannot evaluate the 
learning process, are teacher-centred, and focus on measuring students within a limited time. While 
these techniques are sufficient for measuring basic knowledge and skills, they are insufficient for 
assessing higher-level skills and for conducting multifaceted evaluations. 

Research methodology 

General background 

This research adopts a mixed-methods design with a strong qualitative orientation, supported 
by quantitative analysis to ensure depth and validity. The methodological framework comprises four 
interrelated components: a comprehensive literature review, theoretical analysis, document analysis, 
and empirical qualitative data collection, supplemented by secondary quantitative data. 
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The initial phase involved an extensive review of international and Azerbaijani scholarly sources, 
including peer-reviewed journal articles, academic monographs, and doctoral dissertations. Key 
databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, and the Azerbaijani Scientific Electronic Library were 
searched using combinations of keywords including learning motivation, grading, formative 
assessment, educational psychology, and Azerbaijan. This review established the theoretical and 
empirical foundation for the study. 

The second phase focused on in-depth theoretical analysis. Four major motivational theories 
were examined to construct the analytical framework: 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT): Emphasises the satisfaction of basic psychological needs - 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness - as essential for intrinsic motivation and well-being (Ryan et 
al., 2020; Deci et al., 2000). 

Attribution Theory: Explores how students’ causal explanations for success and failure influence 
their emotional responses and future effort (Weiner, 1985). 

Mindset Theory: Distinguishes between fixed and growth mindsets, highlighting the role of 
beliefs about intelligence in shaping responses to academic challenges (Dweck, 2006). 

Self-Efficacy Theory: Focuses on students’ beliefs in their ability to organise and execute the 
courses of action required to achieve academic goals (Bandura, 1997). 

The third phase comprised document analysis of national education policies, curriculum 
frameworks, and assessment guidelines published by the Ministry of Science and Education of the 
Republic of Azerbaijan and the Institute of Education (Institute of Education, 2020). This analysis 
situated the study within the local policy context and provided insight into officially sanctioned 
assessment practices. 

Participants and sampling  

Qualitative data were collected through semi-structured focus group discussions conducted in 
four public and two private secondary schools in Baku and regional centres. A total of 48 students 
(10th and 11th grades) and 24 teachers participated. Discussions explored perceptions of grading 
fairness, emotional responses to assessment, and the perceived impact of feedback on motivation. 
Additionally, in-depth case studies were developed for two schools that had implemented formative 
assessment pilot programs for at least two academic years. These case studies involved classroom 
observations and interviews with school administrators, teachers, and students. 
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Instrument and Procedures 

A semi-structured interview was conducted during the research. The interview questions were 
presented to the participants by the author, and the first question concerned the consent form for 
voluntary participation.  

Finally, comparative analysis was employed to situate Azerbaijani assessment practices within an 
international context, drawing on documented experiences from Estonia and Finland - countries 
recognised for progressive formative assessment frameworks (Brookhart, 2017). 

All qualitative data were analysed using thematic analysis, with coding performed independently 
by two researchers to ensure reliability. Quantitative data were analysed using SPSS (version 26), 
employing descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation coefficients. 

Results 

The findings of this study reveal multiple interconnected psychological and contextual 
dimensions through which grading and assessment influence student motivation in Azerbaijan. These 
findings are organised into six thematic areas. 

Figure 1 

Contextual dimensions 

 

The dual role of grades: Short-Term Incentives versus Long-Term Engagement 

The dual role of grades: Short-Term 
Incentives versus Long-Term Engagement

The transformative potential of formative 
assessment and feedback

Perceptions of fairness and psychological 
safety

Context-specific findings: exam pressure and 
cultural expectations

The role of mindsets and attributional styles

Perceptions of fairness and psychological 
safety
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Consistent with prior research, grades were found to serve as powerful extrinsic motivators, 
producing immediate behavioural compliance. Students reported that achieving high marks provided 
short-term satisfaction, social recognition, and access to educational opportunities. However, this 
motivational effect was frequently accompanied by a shift in focus from learning processes to 
performance outcomes. Students described prioritising memorisation over understanding and 
engaging in strategic study behaviours solely to maximise test scores. This finding aligns with SDT’s 
proposition that excessive external control undermines intrinsic motivation (Ryan et al., 2020). 

The transformative potential of formative assessment and feedback 

Case study schools that had adopted formative assessment practices demonstrated notable 
improvements in student engagement and self-regulation. Teachers in these schools utilised 
descriptive feedback focused on specific next steps, self-assessment protocols, and goal-setting 
conferences. Students reported increased willingness to take intellectual risks, make mistakes, and 
experiment with new learning strategies. These findings are consistent with the seminal work of Black 
and Wiliam and Brookhart (Brookhart, 2017; Wiliam et al., 1998), which established the positive effects 
of formative feedback on motivation and achievement. In contrast, students in schools where feedback 
was limited to grades or vague comments expressed frustration and uncertainty about how to 
improve. 

Perceptions of fairness and psychological safety 

Perceived fairness emerged as a critical mediator of the relationship between assessment and 
motivation. Students consistently reported that motivation was enhanced when grading criteria were 
transparent, applied consistently, and aligned with the taught content. Conversely, perceptions of 
unfairness - particularly in oral examinations and project assessments - were associated with feelings 
of anger, helplessness, and disengagement. Teachers acknowledged that maintaining objectivity in 
subjective assessment formats remained a persistent challenge (Institute of Education, 2020). The data 
suggest that ambiguity in assessment practices erodes psychological safety, which is essential for 
students to engage in the risk-taking behaviours that characterise deep learning (Deci et al., 2000). 

Context-specific findings: exam pressure and cultural expectations 

The Azerbaijani context is characterised by heightened exam-related stress, particularly among 
students in their final years of secondary education. Many students reported physical symptoms of 
anxiety, including sleep disruption, loss of appetite, and emotional exhaustion. The high levels of 
anxiety associated with national high-stakes examinations have been identified as a significant barrier 
to maintaining resilient learning motivation within the Azerbaijani school context (Karimova, 2020). 
These experiences align with Pekrun’s control-value theory, which posits that achievement emotions 



©Copyright 2026 by the author(s) This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License. 

 234 

arise from students’ appraisals of control over academic activities and the value they ascribe to 
outcomes (Wigfield et al., 2019). 

Cultural expectations significantly amplified extrinsic motivation. Students consistently 
referenced family pressure to achieve high scores, linking academic success to family honour and 
future socioeconomic status. This cultural dimension reinforced a “learning for grades” orientation, 
often at the expense of intrinsic interest. The findings underscore the need to consider sociocultural 
factors in assessment reform (Hasanov et al., 2019). 

The role of mindsets and attributional styles 

Classroom environments that encouraged students to interpret academic setbacks as temporary 
and attributable to effort or strategy - rather than fixed ability - were associated with higher levels of 
academic resilience. Students in such classrooms demonstrated greater persistence in the face of 
difficulty and more adaptive responses to low grades. These findings support Dweck’s mindset theory 
and Weiner’s attributional framework (Weiner, 1985; Dweck, 2006). However, the prevalence of fixed-
mindset messaging was noted in several schools, particularly where teachers emphasised ability-
based comparisons. 

Structural and systemic constraints 

Teachers identified several structural barriers to implementing psychologically informed 
assessment practices. These included high-stakes examination pressure, rigid curricula, large class 
sizes, and insufficient time for planning and feedback. Teachers who had received training in formative 
assessment acknowledged its benefits but noted that systemic constraints often limited its sustained 
implementation. Conversely, teachers who adhered strictly to traditional methods often cited these 
same constraints as justifications for maintaining existing practices. The findings suggest that 
sustainable reform requires attention to both teacher capacity and systemic conditions (Institute of 
Education, 2021). 

Results of the independent samples T-test are described in the following table: 

Table 1 

t-test results 

 Impact t-test for 
Equality of Means   

P-value Mean   
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

Motivation -0.314 0.512 0.47 0.13 

Assessment -6.24 0.00 -1.14 0.19 
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The students’ interview results related to the motivational factors were demonstrated in the 
following chart: 

Figure 2 

The relation between grading and students’ motivation 

 

 

According to the results, grading and assessment procedures have a greater impact on students’ 
extrinsic motivation than on intrinsic motivation (mean=3.21; SD=1.11 (intrinsic motivation); 
mean=4.7; SD=1.3 (extrinsic motivation). There was a positive statistically significant correlation 
between 2 variables: motivation and grading (r=0.47; df=46; p=0.002). 

Discussion 

The findings of this study illuminate the complex and context-dependent relationships between 
grading, feedback, fairness, and student motivation in Azerbaijan. The study reinforces the relevance 
of Self-Determination Theory’s core propositions: when assessment practices are perceived as 
controlling, they undermine autonomy and competence, thereby eroding intrinsic motivation (Deci et 
al., 2000). The powerful influence of family expectations and high-stakes examinations in Azerbaijan 
creates a motivational climate that prioritises extrinsic outcomes over intrinsic engagement. This 
external pressure often results in learning strategies oriented toward risk avoidance and surface-level 
memorisation, rather than mastery and understanding. 

The study highlights the critical role of feedback as a motivational driver rather than merely a 
tool for error correction. Consistent with the work of Hattie and Timperley, effective feedback is 
forward-looking, specific, and focused on factors within the student’s control (Hattie et al., 2007; 2021). 
In Azerbaijan, while the inclusion of explanatory comments alongside grades represents progress, the 
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findings suggest that more substantial shifts are needed. Truly impactful feedback requires moving 
beyond grades entirely in formative contexts, emphasising dialogue, self-assessment, and actionable 
guidance that frames learning as a developmental process (Black et al., 1998). 

Perceived fairness emerged as a cornerstone of psychological safety and sustained motivation. 
When students perceive assessment practices as transparent and equitable, they are more likely to 
remain engaged and willing to invest effort. Conversely, perceptions of unfairness - often stemming 
from vague criteria or inconsistent application - can trigger disengagement and defensive learning 
behaviours (Institute of Education, 2021). Teachers require not only clear frameworks for fair 
assessment but also ongoing professional development to implement these frameworks effectively. 

The study also acknowledges that while formative assessment is strongly supported by evidence 
for its motivational benefits, summative assessment remains necessary for certification, progression, 
and accountability. The challenge in Azerbaijan’s exam-focused system lies in the dominance of 
summative practices that overshadow formative approaches. Sustainable reform requires rebalancing 
this dynamic through policy changes that protect time for formative assessment, provide resources for 
professional development, and reduce the frequency and weight of high-stakes summative 
assessments. 

Individual differences in students’ responses to assessment outcomes underscore the 
importance of self-efficacy, mindset, and emotional regulation (Bandura, 1997; Pekrun, 2006). 
Students with high self-efficacy and growth-oriented mindsets are better equipped to interpret 
constructive criticism as opportunities for growth. However, the current lack of robust psychological 
support systems - including school counselling, social-emotional learning programs, and peer 
mentoring - limits students’ capacity to develop these adaptive responses. Expanding such supports 
is crucial for reducing the negative psychological impacts of assessment and sustaining healthy 
motivation. 

Finally, the findings emphasise that assessment reform must be culturally sensitive. The deeply 
entrenched exam-oriented culture and strong family expectations in Azerbaijan mean that policy 
changes alone are insufficient. Parents and communities must be engaged to understand the value of 
formative assessment and to broaden definitions of academic success to include individual progress 
and deeper learning. Teachers require not only training and resources but also professional autonomy 
to adapt assessment practices to their specific contexts. Without this cultural alignment, reform efforts 
risk being undermined by traditional attitudes and systemic pressures. 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that grading and assessment practices exert profound psychological 
effects on students’ motivation to learn. When assessment is designed and implemented with 
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attention to transparency, meaningful feedback, and psychological safety, it can significantly 
strengthen both academic outcomes and mental well-being. Azerbaijan’s recent initiatives to integrate 
formative assessment and develop psychological support structures are encouraging. However, 
systemic transformation requires coordinated action across multiple domains. 

First, teacher education and professional development must be reimagined. Pre-service 
programs should include mandatory modules on assessment literacy, motivational psychology, 
feedback strategies, and social-emotional learning. Ongoing professional development should be 
school-based, practical, and supported by coaching and mentoring. Teachers must be granted the 
planning time and autonomy needed to implement formative assessment effectively without the 
constant pressure of rigid curricula. 

Second, national assessment policies and curriculum frameworks should embed formative 
assessment as a core feature of everyday learning. Policies should prioritise formative practices and 
reduce the dominance of high-stakes summative assessments where possible. Schools should be 
supported in adopting diverse assessment methods, including portfolios, project-based tasks, and 
performance assessments that emphasise progress over final grades. The university entrance 
examination system should be reviewed to reduce excessive pressure and to recognise broader 
competencies beyond test performance. 

Third, investment in school counselling and social-emotional learning is essential. Every school 
should have access to trained counsellors and psychologists who can help students build resilience, 
manage stress, and develop healthy mindsets toward learning. Social-emotional learning should be 
embedded across curricula to strengthen students’ self-awareness, emotional regulation, and 
decision-making skills. 

Finally, these reforms require broad cultural support. Families must be engaged as partners 
through public awareness campaigns and community programs that emphasise the value of deeper 
learning and personal growth beyond grades. By investing in teacher capacity, redesigning policies, 
expanding psychological support, and fostering cultural openness to change, Azerbaijan can create 
conditions for a new generation of resilient, self-regulating, and deeply engaged learners. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

As the size of the sample is rather small, the survey results cannot be generalised to the entire 
population at large. The study should be considered an exploratory investigation aimed at identifying 
potential issues and trends for further research. Future research should build on this study by 
developing additional approaches and methodological explanations.  Experimental designs are 
particularly recommended to examine the relationship between students’ motivation levels and 
teachers' grading criteria.  In addition, cross-sectional studies are needed to capture the impact of the 
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independent factors over time, especially ethnic, gender, nationality and diversity factors.   Future 
investigations should focus not only on secondary and higher educational settings.  Moreover, 
assessment skills are a main part of the competence of university teachers and influence students’ 
achievements and learning outcomes. These directions will have a positive effect on the education 
system, students' achievement, and the creation of a supportive, positive environment in modern 
educational settings. 
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