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OLIEHMBAHUE, TPEBOKHOCTD M AKAJIEMUYECKASI UIEHTUYHOCTD:
AHAJIN3 MOTUBALIMOHHOTI'O KJIMMATA B DK3AMEHO-OPUEHTUPOBAHHOM
CPEJIE

Abstract. This study delves into the impact of assessment methods implemented within exam-oriented
educational systems on students' motivation, levels of psychological anxiety, and the development of
academic identity. The findings reveal a concerning picture: persistent performance pressure, a highly
competitive atmosphere, and outcome-based assessment models significantly undermine students’ intrinsic
motivation. Rather than pursuing knowledge for its own sake, students tend to focus solely on achieving high
scores, reducing learning to an obligation rather than a source of personal growth or enjoyment.

Such an environment considerably increases students' test anxiety and general psychological distress.
Fear of failure and constant evaluation lead to elevated stress levels, sleep disorders, concentration
difficulties, and even depressive moods. As a result, academic identity is constrained within a narrow
framework where students begin to define their self-worth solely through test outcomes. This restricts
creativity and critical thinking abilities.

These negative effects severely damage students’ self-assessment, attitudes toward learning, and
overall psychological well-being. The study proposes practical recommendations to address these issues,
including the implementation of formative assessment, student-centered motivation strategies, and the
development of more balanced educational policies. These measures are expected to foster a healthier and
development-focused educational system.
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Xiilasa. Bu todqgiqat imtahanyonlii tohsil sistemlorinds totbiq edilon giymatlondirme metodlarinin
talabalorin motivasiyasina, psixoloji narahatliq soviyyasina vo akademik identikliklorinin formalasmasina
tosirini aragdirir. Naticolor gostorir ki, davamli performans tozyiqi, yiiksok rogabst miihiti vo naticoydniimlii
qiymatlondirma modellari tolobolorin daxili motivasiyasini shamiyystli derocads azaldir. Talabalar bilik alda
etmoyi moagsad deyil, yalniz yiiksak bal toplamaq tiglin vasito kimi goriir, bu da dyronmoeni soxsi inkisaf vo
zOovqdon daha ¢ox 6hdaliya gevirir.

Belo miihit test narahatligini vo timumi psixoloji gorginliyi artirir. Ugursuzluq qorxusu vo davamli
giymatlondirms yuxu pozuntulari, diqqet ¢atinliklori vo hotta depressiv ohval-ruhiyyoys gotirib ¢ixarir.
Noticoda tolobolorin akademik identikliyi dar ¢orgivoys salinir vo Ozlorini yalniz imtahan naticalari ilo
doyarlandirmaya baglayirlar. Bu isa yaradiciligi va tanqidi diisiinma qabiliyyatini mohdudlasdirir.
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Toadqiqat naticalori gostarir ki, bu monfi tasirlor talobalorin 6ziiniiqiymatlondirmasine, dyronmays mii-
nasibatine vo iimumi psixoloji rifahina ciddi ziyan vurur. Problemlorin halli {igiin formativ qiymaotlon-
dirmenin totbiqi, toloboyonlii motivasiya strategiyalar1 vo daha balansli tohsil siyasatinin islonmasi toklif
olunur. Bu tadbirlor daha saglam vo inkisafyonlii tohsil sisteminin formalagsmasina xidmat eds bilar.

Acar sozlar: giymatlondirma, motivasiya miihiti, test narahatligi, akademik identiklik,
psixologiyasi

tohsil

AHHOTanus. JJaHHOE UcceJ0BaHNE MOCBSIICHO aHATN3Y BIMSAHUS METOJOB OLICHUBAHMS, TPUMEHsIe-
MBIX B 3K3aMEHO-OPHEHTHPOBAHHBIX 00Pa30BaTENbHBIX CHCTEMAaX, HA MOTHBAIMIO YYAIMXCS, YPOBEHb WX
MICHXOJIOTUYECKOM TPEBOKHOCTH M (HOPMHUPOBAHHE aKaJeMHUYECKOH HIACHTHYHOCTH. Pe3ymbraTel mMoOKa-
3BIBAIOT, YTO MOCTOSIHHOE JaBJICHHE Ha Pe3yJbTaThl, BBICOKAs KOHKYPEHLUS U MOJAEIH OLIEHUBAHUS, OPUCH-
THUPOBAaHHBIE UCKITIOYUTEIILHO HA UTOT, CYIIECTBEHHO CHI)KAIOT BHYTPEHHIOIO MOTHBAIMIO CTYACHTOB. Yue0-
HBII TIpoIleCC BOCHPHUHUMACTCS MMH HE KaK CPEACTBO JIMYHOCTHOTO POCTA W YIOBOJIECTBHUS, @ JIMIIb KaK
00SI3aHHOCTD AJIS IOTYYCHHUS BBICOKHUX OaJlIoB.

Takast cpega 3HAYMTENBHO TOBBINIAET YPOBEHb SK3aMEHALMOHHOW TPEBOKHOCTH M OOIICH ICHXO-
JIOTUYeCKOi HampspkeHHOCTH. CTpax HeyAaud M MOCTOSIHHOE OICHUBAHUE MIPUBOMIAT K CTPECCY, HApYIICHHUIM
CHa, TPYAHOCTAM C KOHHCHTpaHI/ICﬁ u JaxXe ACTIPECCUBHBIM COCTOSHHAM. B PE3YIbTAaTE aKaJCMHNUYCCKaA
WACHTUYHOCThH CTYACHTOB (QOpPMHUpYETCS B Y3KHX paMKax, IJIe CAMOOIIEHKA MOJTHOCTBHIO 3aBUCUT OT 3K3aMe-
HAIMOHHBIX PE3YJBTaTOB, YTO OTPAHUYMBAET KPEaTHBHOCTh U KPUTHIECKOE MBIIIIIICHHE.

HeraruBHbIe MOCIEACTBHS CYIIECTBEHHO MOAPHIBAIOT CAMOOIIEHKY, OTHOLIICHHE K O0y4YEeHHUIO U o0miee
MICUXOJIOTUYECKOe Oaronoiaydue CTyAEHTOB. B kauecTBe pelneHus mpeularaetcsi BHEApeHHE (OpMHUPYIO-
IIEro OLCHWBAHMS, WCIOIb30BAHUE CTYACHTOIIGHTPHPOBAHHBIX MOTHBAI[HOHHBIX CTpaTeTHil M pa3padoTka
Oonee cOamaHCHPOBAHHON 00pa30BaTENEHON MOMUTHKH. DTH MEPBI CIOCOOHBI CITOCOOCTBOBATH (popMHUpO-

BaHUIO OoJiee 3710pOBOIl U OPUEHTHPOBAHHOM Ha pa3BUTHE 00Pa30BATEIHLHON CHCTEMBI.

Knwuesvie cnosa: oyeHuearue, MO”ZM@CZl{uOHHblﬁ Kaumanmt,

IK3AMEHAYUOHRHAA NMPEBOIHCHOCMD,

akademuyeckas udeHmuqucmb, ncuxonocus O6p(l30661Huﬂ

1. Introduction

Relevance and problem statement

The role of assessment in modern education
has undergone a fundamental transformation over
time. Once primarily used to measure students'
academic mastery, assessment today functions as a
structural component that directly influences
psychological, social, and personal development —
and even determines future life opportunities (11).
This transformation is especially evident in
systems dominated by high-stakes exams, where
assessment often overshadows the curriculum
itself by dictating students’ educational paths and
career choices (12), leading to an outcome-driven
system that deviates from the core aim of learning.

In post-Soviet  regions, including
Azerbaijan, this trend is particularly pronounced.
A culture of achievement dominates societal
perceptions of education, and assessment becomes
not just a tool but an end in itself. Pedagogical
theory emphasizes assessment as a means — to
enhance learning and provide feedback (3) — yet
this distinction is often lost, which negatively
impacts students' intrinsic motivation and their
attitudes toward learning.
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Despite this, the long-term psychological
impacts of exam-oriented systems on motivation
dynamics and identity development remain
underexplored (9). While many researchers focus
on academic outcomes, the indirect emotional and
psychological consequences of assessment often
remain overlooked. This study addresses this
research gap by highlighting how assessment
affects not just knowledge acquisition but also
emotional and identity development.

Scientific innovation of the study

This study is distinctive in that it does not
examine assessment solely through the lens of
academic performance but also focuses on three
interrelated psychological dimensions:
motivational climate, exam anxiety, and academic
identity. Unlike traditional studies that analyze
these variables separately or in pairs, this research
explores their interactions and combined impact
on students’ educational experiences.

Moreover, it provides the first empirical
examination of the relationships between these
three psychological constructs in the context of
Azerbaijan’s education system. This local
specificity allows for deeper insights into the
unique challenges of the national system while
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offering broader implications for similar
educational structures. Hence, the study
contributes to both local educational reforms
and global efforts to base educational policy on
psychological insights.

Theoretical framework: Three Central
Concepts
1. Motivational climate and  Self-

Determination Theory (SDT)

Self-Determination Theory (6) posits that
sustained and high-quality motivation depends on
the fulfillment of three innate psychological
needs:

Autonomy: Feeling in control of one’s
own actions and choices.

Competence: Experiencing efficacy and
the ability to overcome challenges.

Relatedness: Feeling connected, supported,
and a part of a group.

Exam-driven environments often undermine
these needs. Restrictions on autonomy prevent
students from having a sense of ownership over
their learning, limiting their ability to set goals and
choose learning methods (5). Competence
becomes conditional and unstable — linked solely
to grades — causing students to equate low scores
with personal failure (18). Relatedness is

compromised as competition and social
comparison intensify; rather than allies,
classmates become rivals (1), diminishing

collaboration and emotional well-being.

2. Psychophysiological effects of test
anxiety

Test anxiety, a common issue in academic
settings, negatively impacts both mental and
physical health. Spielberger's Test Anxiety
Inventory (1980) categorizes it into two
components:

Emotional: Stress responses such as rapid
heartbeat, sweating, and stomach pain.

Cognitive:  Disruptions in  attention,
memory, and the rise of negative self-thoughts.

High-stakes testing elevates cortisol levels —
the stress hormone — which impairs the prefrontal
cortex’s functions responsible for decision-making
and working memory (21). This undermines
students’ ability to recall and apply knowledge
effectively. Under anxiety, students also exhibit
procrastination behaviors (19), avoiding study to
reduce stress. This leads to poor academic

362

performance and a reinforcing cycle of perceived
incompetence and heightened anxiety.

3. Formation of academic
Erikson and Marcia’s model

Erik Erikson (1968) defined identity as the
perception of oneself as a socially accepted and
internally consistent individual. James Marcia
(1980) extended this model into four identity
statuses:

Diffusion: No commitment, no exploration.

Foreclosure: Commitment without
exploration — adopting others’ values.

Moratorium: Exploration without final
commitment.

Achievement: Exploration followed by
personal commitment.

In exam-centric systems, most students
remain stuck in the foreclosure stage, forming
academic and career goals based on external
expectations rather than self-discovery (13).
Students with continuous low performance often
develop learned helplessness — the belief that
their efforts are futile (7). This paralyzes
initiative and stunts personal and academic
growth, deeply affecting their sense of self.

2. Methodology

This research employs a mixed-method
design, one of the most effective approaches for
comprehensively understanding complex socio-
psychological phenomena. By strategically
combining both qualitative and quantitative
methods, the study aims to measure the statistical
effects of assessment practices in exam-oriented
educational settings on students' motivation,
anxiety levels, and academic identity
development, while also providing deeper insights
through students’ personal experiences. This
approach allows for addressing not only the
question of "how much," but also "why" and
"how."

Participants

The participant group was selected from six
different general secondary schools in two major
cities of Azerbaijan — Baku and Ganja. In total,
300 students were involved in the study,
representing diverse academic environments and
social contexts. The participants were from grades
9 through 11, an age group (14-17) considered
critical in shaping academic achievement and
future career decisions, as well as being highly
susceptible to exam-related pressure.

identity:
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To ensure objectivity, participants were
selected using a random sampling method. In
terms of gender distribution, 52% of the
participants were female and 48% male, indicating
a nearly balanced representation and enhancing
the relevance of the findings for both genders.

Research instruments

The study employed
recognized and psychometrically
standardized questionnaires to ensure
reliability and comparability of results:

o Academic Motivation Scale
(AMS): Developed by Deci and Ryan (1985), this
scale measures intrinsic and extrinsic motivation,
as well as amotivation. It accurately identifies
different types of motivation driving student
learning.

o Test Anxiety Inventory (TAI): Created by
Spielberger (1980), this inventory evaluates test
anxiety in both emotional (physical symptoms)
and cognitive (worry, concentration difficulties)
domains, allowing for a multidimensional
understanding of exam-related stress.

e Ego Identity Process Questionnaire
(EIPQ): Designed by Balistreri et al. (1995), based
on Erikson’s theory of identity development and
Marcia's four identity statuses (diffusion,
foreclosure, moratorium, achievement), this tool
assesses students' academic identity formation and
decision-making stages.

e Qualitative data: To complement the
quantitative findings and explore students’
personal experiences, semi-structured interviews
were conducted with 20 participants. These
interviews provided rich insights into students’
experiences with exam pressure, motivational
challenges, and self-perception as learners.

Data analysis

The collected data were analyzed in two
main directions:

e Quantitative Data Analysis: Survey data
were analyzed using SPSS 26. Pearson correlation
was applied to examine the relationships between
the variables. Additionally, regression analysis
was conducted to assess the predictive effects of
one variable on another — e.g., the impact of exam
pressure on test anxiety and intrinsic motivation.

e Qualitative Data Analysis: The semi-
structured interviews were analyzed using
thematic analysis (4). This method helped identify
recurring themes, concepts, and patterns in

internationally
validated
the
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participants’  verbal  expressions.  Students'
thoughts and emotions were categorized and
examined, offering deeper insights that enriched
the statistical findings and provided contextual
interpretation.

3. Results

The results of the study clearly demonstrate
how assessment practices in exam-oriented
educational systems impact students' motivation,
psychological anxiety, and academic identity
development. The statistical data are in alignment
with the personal experiences derived from
qualitative interviews, reinforcing the significance
and urgency of the issue.

1. Assessment and motivation

One of the key findings is the notable shift
in student motivation dynamics. A significant
portion of respondents (approximately 68%)
indicated that grades were their primary source
of motivation. Notably, 72% of students stated
that the main purpose of learning was solely to
achieve high scores. This indicates the
dominance of an “outcome-based motivation”
model where the learning process is devalued in
favor of performance results.

Statistical analysis supports this observa-
tion: even among high-achieving students,
intrinsic motivation was significantly lower (r = —
0.48, p <0.01). This negative correlation suggests
that excelling in exams is often associated with a
diminished interest in the subject matter and
learning itself. As a result, learning becomes a
burden rather than a meaningful pursuit,
potentially leading to passivity in future education
and career paths and undermining lifelong
learning habits.

2. Test anxiety

Measurements obtained via the TAI
revealed that the existing pressure in the
educational system has a profound effect on
students’ psychological well-being. A majority
(64%) reported experiencing high levels of test
anxiety, which manifested not only as stress but
also through psychophysiological symptoms
(e.g., sleep disturbances, accelerated heartbeat,
and concentration difficulties). These symptoms
prevent students from realizing their full
academic potential.

This phenomenon was more prevalent in
classrooms where summative assessments and
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outcome-based evaluations were dominant (p <
0.05), indicating a statistically significant
relationship. In short, the more the learning
environment emphasizes results, the higher the
students' anxiety levels rise. This confirms that
exams not only assess knowledge but also
impose a psychological burden that hinders
learning.

3. Academic identity and self-perception

Findings related to academic identity
underscore  how  exam-oriented  systems
influence students' self-perception and future
choices. A total of 59% of students were in the
“foreclosure” status — accepting academic goals
and career paths without personal exploration or
reflection. In other words, most students
conform to expectations from parents, teachers,
or society rather than discovering their own
potential and preferences.

In qualitative interviews, students expressed
the psychological consequences of this dynamic.
They reported that students who do not receive
high grades are often labeled as “lazy” or “stupid,”
which severely impacts their self-esteem and belief
in their own abilities. Such stigmatization fosters a
sense of “learned helplessness” and discourages
students from taking initiative in academic and life
pursuits. This represents a significant barrier to
students’ psychological well-being and holistic
development.

3. Discussion

This study provides an in-depth exploration
of the impact of assessment practices within
exam-oriented  education  systems, clearly
demonstrating that such systems significantly
affect not only students' academic achievement
but also their psychological well-being and
identity development. The findings confirm that
an environment shaped by constant performance
pressure, intense competition, and outcome-based
assessment models weakens students’ intrinsic
motivation, increases their psychological distress,
and constrains the development of their academic

identity.
The core findings of this study can be
interpreted  through  the lens  of Self-

Determination Theory (SDT). The unmet basic
psychological needs of students — autonomy,
competence, and relatedness — reduce their
sense of ownership in the learning process and
redirect their motivation from intrinsic interest

364

to extrinsic rewards such as grades. As a result,
students focus on outcomes rather than enjoying
the process of learning itself. This shift not only
diminishes deep learning but also hinders the
development of long-term learning habits
essential for lifelong education.

Exam-oriented systems also significantly
contribute to increased test anxiety among
students. This anxiety is not only emotional but
also has cognitive consequences, including
memory  disruptions and  concentration
problems, directly undermining performance.
Psychophysiological responses such as elevated
cortisol levels and reduced activity in the
prefrontal cortex impair students’ decision-
making and attention regulation, limiting their
ability to realize their full academic potential.
Consequently, this environment deepens the
sense of learned helplessness, especially among
low-performing students, and exacerbates
existing educational inequalities.

Regarding academic identity development,
exam results exert a disproportionate influence on
students’ self-perception. As demonstrated by the
findings, the majority of students remain in
the "foreclosure"  stage, determining their
academic goals based on external expectations
(e.g., parents, teachers) rather than personal
exploration. This suppresses their individual
interests and abilities, leading them to measure
their self-worth exclusively through exam scores.
Exposure to negative labeling severely damages
self-esteem and reduces students’ initiative in both
academic and personal domains.

In sum, the research highlights that the
impact of exam-oriented education systems on
students is not limited to academic outcomes but
extends deeply into psychological and social
dimensions, forming a complex and often
detrimental influence. These findings serve as a
crucial warning for educational policymakers
and practitioners, emphasizing the urgent need
for reform in assessment practices.

4. Recommendations

Based on the findings, exam-oriented
assessment systems:

e Undermine intrinsic motivation;

¢ Heighten test-related anxiety;

¢ Narrow students' academic identity.

Accordingly, the following recommenda-
tions are proposed:
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Strengthen formative assessment practices:
Encourage feedback-based evaluation and
process-oriented monitoring instead of solely
relying on results.

Implement autonomy-supportive teaching
strategies: Provide students with opportunities
to define their own learning goals and engage in
self-regulated learning.

Introduce psychological support programs:
Offer training in anxiety management techniques
(e.g., breathing exercises, mindfulness) within
school settings.

Redefine academic success: Transition
from a grade-centric model to a skills-based,
competency-focused approach to better reflect
diverse student capabilities.

Relevance: This study addresses a highly
relevant issue in modern education — the dominance
of exam-oriented systems that prioritize performance
over learning. It highlights how continuous

assessment pressure affects students’ motivation,
psychological well-being, and identity formation,
which is a growing concern in many educational
contexts, including Azerbaijan.

Scientific innovation: The research is
innovative in exploring the interconnection between
assessment practices, test anxiety, and academic
identity within a single framework. It provides the
first empirical analysis of these relationships in the
Azerbaijani education system, offering new insights
into how motivational climate and evaluation
methods jointly shape students’ psychological
development.

Practical significance: The findings have
strong practical implications for educational policy
and school psychology. They suggest adopting
formative assessment, student-centered motivation
strategies, and psychological support programs to
reduce anxiety and enhance intrinsic motivation,
thereby contributing to a healthier, development-
oriented learning environment.
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