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magdalena piorunek,
magdalena dopta ,  anna wieczorek

assessment of school achievements
in theoretical discourse and empirical 

studies – discourse on school assessment

Examinations and assessment are inextricably associated with the educa-
tion process realized in almost all educational institutions. It is one of the 
most stressful links of the teaching – learning process, both for the assessor 
– a teacher and the assessed – a student, which is additionally burdened by 
potential errors evoking various controversies. It is assumed that school as-
sessment first of all functions as the diagnostic tool, i.e. it indicates the scope 
of competences achieved by the student. These competences are specifically 
enumerated by the taxonomy of educational aims within the sphere of partic-
ular educational courses. Undoubtedly, assessment also fulfils a general ped-
agogical function and has a direct influence on the emotional-motivational 
status and the behaviour of the assessed person. 

The very fact that there is no universal assessment system which would not 
be exposed to criticism makes this process become the object of a very broad 
educational debate and turns it into a field of discourse between at least two 
characteristic approaches to learning and assessment, namely the traditional be-
havioural approach and the more modern constructivist approach.

In the b e h a v i o u r a l  a p p ro a c h,  characteristic for the adaptation par-
adigm in social science, associated with behavioural and conservatist pedago-
gy it is assumed that the essence of educational changes is the improvement 
of the world according to its presently observed definition. The knowledge 
is certain, stable and directly useful, whereas the teaching is effected in a rig-
id group class formula. Consequently:

•  the object of assessment is first of all the factual knowledge;
•  the assessment operation is a situation relatively isolated from the di-

dactic process;

1 Cf. B. D. Gołębniak (2003), Egzaminy i ocenianie szkolne [in:] Z. Kwieciński, B. Śliwerski 
(eds.), Pedagogika, vol. 2, Warszawa.

2 Cf. B. Śliwerski (1998), Współczesne teorie i nurty wychowania, Kraków.
3 B. D. Gołębniak (2003), Egzaminy i ocenianie..., op. cit., pp. 211–212.
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•  the dominant assessment form are the multiple choice tests or exercis-
es of academic nature in which the assessed person mostly has to dem-
onstrate his “handbook knowledge”;

•  assessment criteria are unclear and very often kept confidential;
•  individual attributes, e.g. isolated knowledge or imprecisely named 

skills are subject to assessment;
•  the stress is placed on individual assessment.
On the other hand, in the  c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t  a p p r o a c h  characteris-

tic for the emancipation paradigm within the social sciences, associated with 
humanistic and liberal pedagogy, it is assumed that the principle of education-
al changes is the revision of the currently observed definitions of the world 
and exceeding the limits of its current shape. Independent application of the 
obtained knowledge is appreciated which is accompanied by deconventional-
isation and flexibilisation of the teaching – learning process. These assump-
tions can be translated into such an approach to assessment in which:

•  the object of assessment is the application of knowledge and making 
use of it is real life situations;

•  assessment process is integrated with the overall process of learning 
and teaching;

•  holistic assessment as well as periodic assessment are used, and con-
tinuous assessment (e.g. in the form of a portfolio) is used next to the 
summative assessment;

•  assessment criteria are revealed;
•  assessment is of a multidimensional nature, since it takes into account 

not only knowledge but also skills, thinking and affects;
•  group assessment is used which helps create the cooperation abilities 

in a student.
In educational practice both approaches to assessment often function com-

plementarily, and conventional techniques of assessment (e.g. testing, written 
assignments, oral performance, observation, bookwork, practical projects) may 
be aided by new unconventional ones, such as portfolio (continuously extend-
ed collection of document materials, selected according to a specific interpre-
tation key serving to illustrate the development of competences, discussions 
and debates, audio and video recordings, presentations and drama. 

The choice of assessment techniques depends not only on the present-
ed approach to this process, but also on the function which the assessment 

4 Cf. B. Śliwerski (1998), Współczesne teorie..., op. cit.
5 B. D. Gołębniak (2003), Egzaminy i ocenianie..., op. cit., pp. 211–212.
6 Cf. ibidem, p. 234.
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should serve. In general one can distinguish between f o r m a t i v e  a s s e s s -
m e n t  (c r e a t i v e), effected in the course of the overall didactic process, 
consisting in providing students and teachers with some feedback concern-
ing the status of skills, current achievements in order to improve the learning 
and its effects, and s u m m a t i v e  a s s e s s m e n t  (c u m u l a t i v e)  focused 
on measurement and comparison of results of learning which functions as 
high-stakes assessment. When considering the assessment agent in turn, one 
can introduce a distinction between external assessment and internal (intra-
school) assessment. 

So far Polish school system has very rarely resorted to the external assess-
ment which leads to the objectivisation of grades, concurrently being an ele-
ment of control over education level. External assessment requires considera-
ble logistic and economic effort, though. A lot has been done in this respect 
over the past years, starting from the education system reform introduced in 
 (gradual introduction of uniformed system of external state examina-
tions: competence testing in primary schools, junior high schools (gymnasi-
um), and the so-called “new matura” (GC exam) introduced in ). This 
does not mean, however, that those efforts lead to unambiguously positive 
results. They evoke a number of controversies among teachers, among stu-
dents and their parents. The strategies and form of external assessment call 
for further improvements. The same concerns the intraschool assessment, 
which, according to the most recent trends could become deconventional-
ised and get focused on processes and not only on the outcomes.

In view of the above discourse in progress now, I would like to suggest 
taking a closer look at selected aspects of school assessment from the perspec-
tive of particular education subjects participating in this process, i.e. the as-
sessed  s t u d e n t s,  their t e a c h e r s,  p a r e n t s  and the present u n i v e r s i t y 
s t u d e n t s  whose task was to perform a retrospective analysis of the school 
assessment experience. In order to do that I will refer to the results of studies 
conducted within the international research programme aimed at the diagnosis 
of school assessment, coordinated by the University of Potsdam, Germany. 

In the course of the programme a diagnostic survey was conducted, 
which encompassed the following group of respondents: junior high school 
students, form  and , their teachers, the parents of students subject to di-
agnosis, as well as a group of university students.

7 Ibidem.
8 Surveys were perfromed in the following groups: 67 students of Junior High School 

No. 1 in Gniezno, 15 teachers from that school, 61 parents of the students subject to 
diagnosis as well as a group of 102 students of modern language philology departments 
(including 75 students of the fi rst and second year of Teacher Training College, partially in 
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It should be underlined here that the empirical verification focused on 
intraschool assessment which is governed by its own rules and fulfils differ-
ent functions than an objectivised external assessment.

The accumulated diagnostic material originating from questionnaires 
directed to particular group of respondents has been analysed and present-
ed in the comments below, organizing the issues within the following prob-
lem fields:

1. Assessment functions.
2. Assessment object.
3. Th e principles of assessment of school achievements.
4. Assessment diversifi cation factors.
5. Students’ participation in the assessment process.
6. Th e infl uence of school assessment on the functioning of students.
7. Pros and cons of school assessment.
The considerations presented below have been supplemented in the ap-

pendix containing tables illustrating the accumulated diagnostic material. 
This appendix constitutes an integral part and a numerical illustration of 
the discussed arguments. 

1. assessment functions

The assessment situation, even though it is perceived as rather uncom-
fortable by all the participants of the educational process, according to all the 
respondents plays a vital role in that process. All groups of respondents unan-
imously underlined that school assessment is helpful in the course of learn-
ing (cf. Table ; Chart ). In addition, it seems that the teachers and par-
ents are more univocal in this respect, because more than  of them treat 
assessment as helpful. A similar opinion is expressed by about  of the 
students and university students performing a retrospective analysis of their 
school experience. 

the German section and partially in the English section, the remaining number of univer-
sity students originated from the fi rst year of the German Language Institute of Adam Mic-
kiewicz University in Poznań, Poland). Th e selection of the sample group was of a two-layer 
structure: at the level of educational institution it was intentional, whereas within a given 
institution it was selected at random. Th e surevy was perfromed research and the statisti-
cal analysis of the research material conducted by mgr M. Dopta and mgr A. Wieczorek. 

Coordination of the research programme by UAM – dr M. Grzywacz. Polish translation 

of the survey – dr Lech Sałaciński (University of Zielona Góra).
9 Th e tables are included in the Appendix to the present study, pp. 66–82.
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Chart .  Question : Is school assessment helpful to you? (in )

 

 
 
 

 

Helpful Not helpful

 students   teachers   parents   university students

Detailed functions of school assessment are perceived differently by par-
ticular respondent groups (cf. Table ; Chart ). 

They agree, however, as to the motivational function of school grades. 
Nine in ten respondents from respective groups at least partially agree with 
this statement. Students and their parents, as well as university students as-
sociate grades with the educational future of an individual. This fact is not 
perceived so explicitly by the very teachers performing assessment. Situation 
is similar when it comes to relationships between school grades and future 
professional career: the teachers are also more sceptical with respect to the 
determinant role of school grades in the process of building up profession-
al future of the youth.

The informative functions of school assessment [the grade informs a stu-
dent about the status of his/her knowledge, reflects his/her skills; on the ba-
sis of their grades the students know in which fields they have to improve 
themselves – Table ; Chart , items e), h), i) respectively], are considerably 
less appreciated by the teachers themselves who, being perhaps more aware 
of their own numerous difficulties and shortcomings in this respect, are more 
sceptical in their opinions. 

On the other hand, teachers have a tendency to be unappreciative of the 
stress-burdening role of school assessment; less frequently than the other re-
spondent groups do they treat school grades as unjust or even stigmatizing 
for the youth (“pigeonholing” the students). It is understandable insofar as 
they, being the assessors, try to rationalize their actions and concurrently le-
gitimize the assessment system within which they function. 

All the respondents pinpoint that through the increase in competitive-
ness, the grades may have a negative impact on the interpersonal relations 
within a class group, and their disciplinary function is more respected by 
adults – the parents and teachers, than by the students themselves. 
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Chart .  Functions of school assessment (in )

 
 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

a)  grades
motivate to learn

b) grades are
significant for future 
school achievements

c) grades are 
significant for 
professional career

d)  grades cause 
pigeonholing of students

e)  grades inform about 
the status and level of 
knowledge

f )  grades are unjust 
for the student

g)  grades cause stress
in students

h)  grades constitute 
some grounds for 
improvement

i)  grades reflect skills/
capacities

I agree completely
(pos.  + )

I disagree completely
(pos.  + )

 
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j)  grades enhance of competi-
tiveness/jealousy in class

k)  student is informed what 
he/she is graded for

l)  grades discipline the 
students

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

I agree completely
(pos.  + )

I disagree completely
(pos.  + )

 

 students   teachers   parents   university students

Summing up, it seems that the teachers, being aware of the limitations 
accompanying the assessment process, are more cautious in their opinions, 
especially concerning the prospective functions of school grades (relation-
ships with educational-professional career of a student), concurrently, (along 
with the parents) having a tendency to underline the disciplinary function 
of a grading system. This fact speaks for their interpretation of the assess-
ment operation as relatively isolated situation within the teaching process 
in which it is necessary to discipline students by means of external stimu-
li, which is characteristic for the behavioural approach to school assessment. 
At the same time, all the parties to the didactic process ascribe considerably 
numerous functions to school grades, being fully aware of the multidimen-
sional nature of this traditionally important instrument in the repertoire of 
teachers’ operations. 

2. assessment object

The object of school assessment according to the opinions of respond-
ents was diversified (Table ; Chart ). If the results presented in Table  are 
combined with the statements from the first part of the present study con-
cerning the behavioural and the constructivist approaches to assessment, the 
subsequent categories of the analysed variable may be arbitrarily treated as 
indicators of either the first of the second presented paradigm. 

Consequently, evaluation of knowledge, homework, lesson preparation 
at home, note-taking, oral performance, written papers, discipline in class 
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and rote learning [categories a), b), c), d), f ), g), h), and o) respectively] may 
be considered  i n d i c a t o r s  o f  b e h a v i o u r a l  a p p r o a c h  t o  a s s e s s -
m e n t. They are focused on the outcome of teaching and not on the process 
thereof and they are associated with the preference of conventional assess-
ment techniques and factographic knowledge of students. 

The remaining categories related to the assessment of activity during class, 
resourcefulness, progress in learning, practical application of knowledge, group 
cooperation effects, difficult task solution method, cooperation method while 
solving tasks, task performance effort, independence in effecting the tasks and 
outside class hour activity [categories e), i), j), k), l), m), n), p), q), and r) re-
spectively] can be included under a label of  c o n s t r u c t i v i s t  a p p r o a c h 
t o  a s s e s s m e n t. They are associated with the evaluation of teaching pro-
cess, application of knowledge, multidimensional character of assessment or 
cooperation in the course of didactic process.

Taking into account the above quoted diversification we may univocal-
ly claim that a considerable number of respondents  i n  t h e i r  s o-fa r  e d -
u c a t i o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e  h a v e  b e e n  a s s e s s e d  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e 
b e h a v i o u r a l  p a r a d i g m.

In the case of numerous categories associated with this paradigm, it was 
the teachers who were more sure of such state of affairs than the students. As 
a result, they think that the students get grades for their knowledge, lesson 
preparation, keeping notebooks, oral presentations and written papers, and 
much more rarely for homework, classroom discipline, and rote learning.

Almost  of surveyed teachers and more than half of the students 
think that at least frequently they are assessed for rote learning (!). Also al-
most  of the parents of the young people encompassed by the survey are 
convinced about that (!).

Besides the assessment of a student’s participation in class activities, no 
other indicator of a constructivist approach to assessment deserved to be re-
ferred to as “commonly used”.

What is more, in a number of categories included in this paradigm it 
is easy to notice a certain discrepancy between the opinions of the students 
(and university students) and the opinions expressed by teachers. The lat-
ter are inclined to state that decidedly more often do they evaluate e.g. stu-
dents’ progress in their work, their resourcefulness, practical application of 
knowledge, task performance effort, or independence of the students in the 
process of gaining knowledge. These opinions are not confirmed by the stu-
dents who rarely experience such assessment. Such factors as the evaluation 
of peer cooperation in the course of task performance or an extracurricular 
activity of the student are very rarely subject to assessment, which is noticed 
by both students and teachers. 
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Chart .  Object of assessment at school (a–i) (in )

Never (pos.  + )

a)  knowledge and skills

b) homework

c)  lesson preparation 
(e.g. work at home, 
repetitions)

d)  note taking (notebooks, 
esercise books and other 
written materials)

e)  activity in class

f )  oral performance

g)  written papers

h)  discipline in class

i)  resourcefulness

 
 


 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

First of all (pos.  + ) 

 students   teachers   parents   university students
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Chart .  Object of assessment at school (j–r) (in )

Never (pos.  + )

j)  learning progress

k)  practical application of 
knowledge

l)  effects of peer or group 
cooperation

m)  methods of solving 
difficult tasks

n)  means of cooperation 
with other students while
solving problems

o)  rote learning

p)  effort involved in task
– solving process

q)  independence in task 
solving

r)  extracurricular activity

 
 


 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

First of all (pos.  + ) 

 students   teachers   parents   university students

This means that the traits of the modern approaches to assessment at 
school have been present there for quite a long time; they have not been 
commonly applied to the respondents who have registered rather more tra-
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ditional assessment indicators. From the teachers’ point of view, the con-
structivist approach to assessment process is more frequently observed in 
educational practice than it is reported by the students themselves who ex-
perience this approach considerably more rarely. Particularly alarming is the 
deeply rooted in the awareness of all respondents (and most probably in 
the Polish school reality) assessment of rote learning, which is not only in-
effective, but also useless from the point of view of emancipative approach 
to education. 

3. the principles of assessment of school achievements

The school as the students’ identity-building environment whose func-
tioning encompasses not only the determination but also evaluation of edu-
cational potential – their strengths and weaknesses, has been treated by the 
students in a non-explicit way (Table ; Chart ). Ambivalence of feelings, 
emotions, and grades has been noticeable in many responses of the students, 
university students, and parents. True enough, about  of the respond-
ents from these three groups expressed their positive opinions about school as 
a place which enables the students to discover their strengths and is based on 
their developmental capacity (almost one half of the respondents felt rather 
good at school), but the fact that the remaining  of the surveyed were of 
the opposite opinion is quite troublesome. For a considerable group of stu-
dents school was a place where they experienced different frames of mind, 
sometimes a definite discomfort. First of all, however, school was a place, 
where the teachers focused mostly on spotting the defects and inadequacies 
of the students, and the ubiquitous criticism was not conducive to building 
up a positive self-assessment and was not motivating to undertake any sub-
sequent educational challenges. The opinion of the teachers,  of whom 
claim that school is student-friendly, that it is a place where the students are 
praised very often, where everybody puts trust in their potential and their 
strengths are fundamental, sounds especially dissonant here. The opinions of 
the remaining participants of the educational process are in no way consist-
ent with such views! The question is then whether the teachers idealize the 
function of school? Such phenomenon might be understandable on a one-
off basis, but it seems to be very dangerous from a social perspective. An ide-
alized teacher diagnosis will surely be non-conducive to the introduction of 
potential changes, including the changes of the assessment system, because 
their necessity may be questioned in advance based on a positive perception 
of the current state of affairs.
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Chart .  Which of the two statements below in your opinion describes school
reality most accurately? (in )

           
A

Every student is praised by the teachers for 
something – school gives opportunity for 
every student to demonstrate his/her strengths 
so as to be appropriately assessed. When 
someone fails sometimes, teachers help regain 
self-confidence and provide opportunities for 
improvements.

          
B

Teachers ostentatiously pinpoint students 
weaknesses – they very rarely praise and very 
often criticize their students. When someone 
cannot do something, teachers are even able 
to ridicule a student – just as if they wanted 
to show and prove that this student will not 
achieve anything in his/her life.















 students   teachers   parents   university students

Students, university students, and parents express diversified opinions 
concerning the principles of school assessment. Most of them claim that at 
least half of their teachers have tried to explain the criteria of grades precise-
ly, particularly in the case of written papers (Table ; Chart ). In the same 
situations the students were considerably frequently instructed how to im-
prove on the quality of their work. Situation is much worse in the case of 
oral presentations, because many teachers [over  of the students, more 
than  of university students and a little lower percentage of the parents 
recognized that it concerned all teachers – category e) in Table ; Chart ] 
do not comment upon them at all, they were left without explanation and 
justification. The grades were mostly revealed in front of the whole group. 
What is of crucial importance is the fact that about  of the students, 
university students and parents think that at least half of their teachers have 
tried to discuss with them how to improve on their learning (category g), 
which undoubtedly is an important element in a constructivist approach to 
teaching and assessment. It is a pity, though, that it has not become a uni-
versal practice yet.
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Chart .  Principles of school assessment (in )

Teachers:

a)  inform about the grades 
the students receive for 
their written papers

b)  explain and justify the 
grades received for 
written papers

c)  additionally, in the 
course of assessment they 
provide instructions as to 
the areas which need to 
be upgraded in written 
papers

d)  inform about the grades 
the students get for their 
oral performance

e)  explain and justify 
the marks for oral 
performance

 
 


 

















 










 









 






 Almost none
(pos.  + )

Almost all of them
 (pos.  + )

 

f )  inform all students about 
definite requirements to 
be met in order to get 
specific grades

g)  discuss possibilities 
of improvement with 
individual

h)  speak about the marks 
of individual students in 
front of the whole class




 
 
























 students   teachers   parents   university students

While analyzing the principles of school assessment our attention may be 
once again drawn to the discrepancy between student and teacher perception 
of school reality. Teachers are definitely more often convinced that they re-
spect the students’ right to obtain reliable information concerning the assess-
ment criteria, that they provide sufficient information on their requirements, 
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give additional instructions in the course of evaluation, and give their students 
opportunities to upgrade their marks. Summing up, they are certain that the 
evaluations they perform are characterised by clarity and considerably high 
standards, which is not ultimately confirmed by the students’ opinions. 

The very emergence of such diversified opinions among students and 
their parents which additionally are substantially different from their teach-
ers’ opinions confirms that assessment constitutes one of the most controver-
sial elements of the learning – teaching process. It is not only another piece 
of evidence of the different viewpoints dependant on the position occupied 
by the respondents in the educational process, but also is a signal that clear, 
legible principles of assessment acceptable by the students, might not have 
been worked out yet.

4. assessment diversification factors

Assessment situation is especially difficult in view of the emotions inex-
tricably associated with this process, and also due to the expectations of an 
impartial grade which are verbalized by almost all the students. The notion 
of an impartial, just grade is interpreted in different ways by the parties in-
volved and is often combined with expectations that every evaluation must 
be objective. The latter demand may not always be ultimately met within 
the intraschool assessment, especially of a formative nature, since in everyday 
school life numerous (often undesirable) factors may appear which differen-
tiate the grade. Some of them are shown on Chart  (and in Table ).

These factors include the mood of the assessor which defines the quali-
ty of the situation of control and assessment, average achievement of a giv-
en class influencing the level of expectations in relation to their educational 
results, opinions of other students, the degree of favouring versus aversion 
against the assessed student, and the fossilized opinions concerning this stu-
dent [Table ; Chart , categories b), c), e), f ), h) respectively].

The studies have shown that according to the students, university students 
and parents, such undesirable assessment criteria have been used in many cas-
es even by  of teachers. The latter are convinced that such criteria are ap-
plicable to a considerably smaller group amongst them.
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Chart . Principles of school assessment (in )

While performing assessment teachers are prompted by:

a)  knowledge and skills 
of the student

b)  their own moods
at the moment

c)  average achievements
of the form

d)  clearly specified grading 
criteria for particular 
tasks

e)  opinions of other 
students

f )  their likes and dislikes 
concerning particular 
students

g)  diligence and 
conscientiousness
of a given

h)  well rooted opinion 
concerning particular 
students

 Almost none
(pos.  + )

Almost all of them
 (pos.  + )

 




























 










 










 











 





























 students   teachers   parents   university students

Almost all teachers have been classified by more than half of the young 
people subject to survey as those who in their assessment were mostly guid-
ed by the knowledge and skills of their students. Numerous opinions sug-
gested that the diligence and conscientiousness of a student were also taken 
into account by a number of teachers. Not even / of the students stat-
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ed that the majority of teachers used clearly specified criteria of assessment. 
This means that in very many instances, the students feel insufficiently in-
formed and they are not familiar with assessment criteria. Such results indi-
cate that quite many teachers face serious difficulties in establishing precise, 
clear assessment criteria. The teachers in turn presumably feel an urge to eval-
uate students’ progress in the course of the whole learning process, not just its 
final outcome, but in order to do that they use inadequate evaluation tech-
niques, or unintentionally (or, which is worse, intentionally), use some non-
substantial assessment criteria.

5. students’ participation in the assessment process

One of the crucial constructivist assessment indicators is the implemen-
tation of students themselves into that process and a deliberate resignation 
of the teacher from his/her key role in this respect. The involvement of the 
students in the intraschool assessment processes makes them become co-re-
sponsible for the whole educational process, they learn how to cooperate, 
become aware of their strengths and weaknesses without the need to take 
a relativistic view to the grades due to non-substantial criteria, e.g. associat-
ed with the personality of a teacher. 

Unfortunately, this practice is not observed in the schools subject to di-
agnosis (cf. Table ; Chart ).

Chart .  Frequency of participation of the students in the assessment process (in )

How often do the students have a chance to perform assessment together with their 
teachers?

Almost never
(pos.  + )


Very often
(pos.  + )

 

 










 students   teachers   parents   university students

The students are convinced that they have almost no opportunities of 
participation in the assessment process. Almost  of them think that in 
principle there is no such opportunity at all. The remaining education sub-
jects (especially teachers) are less radical in their opinions, but even their re-
sponses indicate that the idea of the students participating in the assessment 
process is implemented very seldom.
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Taking into account the detailed criteria of such participation (Table ; 
Chart ), i.e. involving the students in the process of evaluating their own 
learning progress, their own classroom work, their own behaviour, or the de-
scription of the methods of arriving at a goal while solving tasks and prob-
lems, we may conclude that according to the students the vast majority of 
teachers do let their students contribute to self-assessment. They do it even 
more rarely in situations which require students’ involvement in the assess-
ment of progress and behaviour of other students. Such phenomena are not-
ed down less frequently by the university students, and first of all to a lesser 
extent by the teachers and parents. The adults, especially teachers, are prone 
to believe that every third teacher, and in some cases every other teacher lets 
their students participate in the assessment process.

Chart . The form of students’ participation in the assessment process (in )

Teachers require:

a)  assessment of my own 
achievements

b)  assessment of my own 
work in class






 
















c)  evaluation of my own 
behaviour

d)  a description of my task-
-solution method

e)  assessment of the progress 
of other students

f )  evaluation of behaviour 
of other students

 Almost none
(pos.  + )

Almost all of them
(pos.  + )

 



 














































 students   teachers   parents   university students
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What is interesting, in numerous cases the students themselves are con-
vinced that they simply lack competence indispensable for performing self-
assessment and peer assessment [categories f ) and g) in Table ; Chart ], 
and the teachers do not prepare them for this process by means of e.g. com-
mon development of assessment criteria and their subsequent observance 
[category d) in Table ; Chart ]. The opinions of university students, teach-
ers, and parents also indicate that both the assessed and the assessors are in 
most cases unprepared for increasing the participation of the students into 
the assessment process. At the same time, it seems that both parties of the 
educational process are not ready for that, neither in terms of awareness nor 
in terms of instruments, i.e. in the domain of practical organisation of co-
assessment performed by the students.

Chart . Students’ participation in the assessment process (in )

I agree completely
(pos.  + )

a)  In the assessment process 
teachers take into 
consideration the opinions 
of their students

b)  Teachers allow their 
students to participate 
in the assessment process 
very actively

c)  Teachers never alter their 
assessments under the 
influence of their students 
opinions

d)  Teachers prepare 
assessment criteria together 
with their students and the 
grades are based on those 
criteria

e)  Assessment is more 
impartial/just when 
students participate in 
that process

f )  Students cannot assess 
their colleagues because 
they are not competent 
enough in this respect

g)  My assessment of my 
own learning progress 
seems to be accurate in 
comparision with other 
colleagues in class

 I disagree completely
(pos.  + )

 

























 



 



















































 students   teachers   parents   university students
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To a certain degree of certainty, one may risk a statement that  s o  f a r 
t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  p r a c t i c e  h a s  n o t  p r e p a r e d  t h e  s t u d e n t s 
f o r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  a s s e s s m e n t  p r o c e s s. T h e i r  t e a c h -
e r s  a r e  n o t  r e a d y  for it either, since  s o  f a r,  t h e y  h a v e  a p p e a l e d 
t o  t h e  o p i n i o n s  o f  t h e i r  s t u d e n t s  o n l y  s p o r a d i c a l l y,  a n d 
t h e y  h a v e  p r e f e r r e d  t o  t r e a t  a s s e s s m e n t  a s  o n e  o f  t h e  e x -
c l u s i v e  p r i v i l e g e s  o f  t e a c h e r s.

6. the influence of school assessment
on the functioning of students 

While considering the role of assessment in the functioning of the stu-
dents (Table ; Chart ), we may notice that the teachers who gave bet-
ter grades were more liked by the respondents, and the grades had an impact 
on the overall attitude towards school and individual subjects. Much more 
seldom however, the grade became the objects of controversies with parents, 
and separating the good and very good students within a class group. What is 
of special importance, over  of the surveyed students and university stu-
dents disagree with the assumption that they learn only those things which 
are subject to evaluation [category g) Table ; Chart ].

The teachers though are much more grounded in their opinions con-
cerning the influence of school grades on the student’s attitude to school, 
on the quality interpersonal relations in class, relations with parents or stu-
dents’ motivation to study. 

This means that even though students themselves perceive school assess-
ment as an important instrument motivating to further involvement in learn-
ing it is not the only instrument. Consequently we may suppose that many 
teachers (and parents) overestimate school grades as motivational elements 
in the didactic process, which in many school situations may be supplement-
ed, or even replaced by increasing the cognitive interest of the student, aid-
ed by the idea of applicability and clarity of the aims of learning – teaching 
effected by means of activating classroom tasks.
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Chart .  The influence of school assessment on the functioning of students (in )

 I disagree completely
(pos.  + )

I agree completely
(pos.  + )

 

a)  Students mostly like 
those teachers who give 
good marks

b)  Grades evoke negative 
attitude to school in the 
students

c)  Grades cause a change 
in students’ attitude to 
particular courses

d)  Grades are often the 
reason for a quarrel 
between students and 
parents at home

e)  Students are not willing 
to make friends with 
those who get only good 
and very good grades

f )  Students in my class 
have got similar grades 
to mine

g)  A student studies only 
such things for which he/
she is graded





 










 










 










 










 










 










 






 students   teachers   parents   university students

In numerous situations the grade, especially when it is a traditional mark 
[“in Poland it has a form of a number from  to ”] (as opposed to the de-
scriptive qualitative evaluations) does not bring any actual information on 
the student’s progress at school, and its motivational role is only of a very 
superficial nature, which would be confirmed by the responses of the sur-
veyed students and university students in open-ended questions (questions 
 and  of the questionnaire). Among various responses, one can also find 
the following:

When I got a bad mark, I tried not to worry;

I was angry with myself; I felt disappointed; I had no motivation for further study;

I was afraid that I would not pass and would not make it up;
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I was depressed and humiliated, the criticism hurt me very much, my parents were 

also very cross with me – it did not motivate me to work further;

Sometimes a bad mark had to be corrected, at other times when it did not have any 

infl uence on the fi nal result, the mark stayed unchanged – especially when the grade was 

not a true refl ection of a defi ciency in my skills;

When I get a bad mark I am a little disappointed – sometimes I complain that eval-

uation does not follow any clear-cut criteria and is subjective, which makes it unjust;

When I get a bad mark, I am sad and disappointed. It is the worst when I am aware 

that I know everything, but because of the stress, I could not make use of that knowl-

edge. Th en I come to the conclusion that studying of this subject is pointless and I will 

always get a 2 [equivalent to D], or a 3 [equivalent to C];

When I get a bad mark I am angry with myself and with my teachers, I fi ght with 

my parents at home and then I get punished. And the teachers simply do not care what 

grades the students get. 

This means that even if in many cases the b a d  m a r k  was mobilizing to 
further improvement; it w a s  o f t e n  a  s o u r c e  o f  d e s t r u c t i v e  f e e l -
i n g s, d i s c o u r a g i n g  f r o m  t a k i n g  u p  a n y  a c t i o n  a n d  d o w n -
g r a d i n g  t o  t h e  s e l f-e s t e e m  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t. Good marks as a rule 
were associated by the students and university students with positive emo-
tions:

I was proud of myself; I was glad; I called my friends to tell them about it; I was 

joyous; It is a pleasant feeling; A good mark motivates me to work further in class, to be 

active and to participate in contests and extracurricular activities,

sometimes a side effect was an increased interest in a given subject, but it 
also happened that the students “felt relief that it was over”. Some respons-
es in the survey are very telling: 

school marks are just some digits for the use of school and parents; one 5 [equivalent to 

A] is not the same as another 5, so sometimes even the joy may seem to be false.

In their opinions concerning the behaviour of students after a bad or 
a good mark, teachers and parents were surprisingly unanimous, especially 
when stating that a bad mark, after initially negative emotions, later evokes 
a desire to improve and new mobilization. Only very few of them noticed 
the demotivating effect of negative school grades, which was considerably 
often mentioned by the students and university students. 

Is the traditional mark, functioning as the dominant or even the sole ef-
fect of the control of teaching – learning results sufficient? It seems that the 
changes which have been gradually introduced over the past  years in Po-
land, e.g. the descriptive evaluation at the elementary level of primary school, 
can improve the so-far critical opinions of the students. 
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7. pros and cons of school assessment

School experience related to assessment situations evokes ambivalent feel-
ings in the respondents, as quite a number of them could not classify them 
as unambiguously positive or negative. All the parties to the didactic pro-
cess, i.e. students, university students, teachers and parents are fully aware 
of this fact. Until evaluation is performed in a relatively conflict-free way 
and insofar as it concerns high educational achievements of the students it 
is treated as a natural necessity and an indispensable element of school life. 
However, in the case of poor educational results, in the minds of all inter-
ested parties there appear numerous controversies, negative emotions and 
comments on lack of objectivity and impartiality of the teachers. Everybody 
unanimously underlines that due to the fact that the assessment process is 
burdened with so many diversified emotions, evaluation of the very assess-
ment is extremely difficult, and the opinions of all the involved parties are 
incredibly attentive.

All students, university students, as well as parents and teachers are most-
ly only partially satisfied with the assessment process, in which they partic-
ipate on various terms (cf. Table ; Chart ). Teachers, however, express 
more positive opinions in this respect than the remaining respondents, since 
every fifth of them is very much satisfied with the way students are assessed 
at school, and there are no individuals decidedly unsatisfied with the present 
state of affairs among teachers. Concurrently, in the eyes of the students, par-
ents and university students the problem is bigger, because more than one 
half of the respondents only partially agreed with the obtained grades (Ta-
ble ; Chart ).

Chart . Satisfaction with the assessment methods used by the teachers (in )

To what extent are you satisfied with the way the teachers assess the achievements of 
students at school?

 Very dissatisfied
(pos.  + )

Fully satisfied
(pos.  + )

 














 students   teachers   parents   university students
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Chart . Compliance of grades with students’ feelings (in )

To what extent do you agree with the grades?

 I disagree completely
(pos.  + )

I agree completely
(pos.  + )

 










 students   parents   university students

Everybody agreed that school grades are important for students them-
selves, their parents and teachers, though with respect to the latter, the re-
maining respondents expressed less certain opinions (Table ; Chart ).

Chart .  Importance of school grades to particular subjects of education process 
(in )

 Not important at all
(pos.  + )

Very important
(pos.  + )

 

a)  for the student

b)  for teachers

c)  for parents





































 students   teachers   parents   university students

The respondents seem to be fully aware of the inevitability of assessment, 
while expressing a considerably critical opinion concerning its actual state; 
however, in many situations they perceive the existing problem as deeply 
rooted, thus mostly non-resolvable. 

between a theory and the assessment practice observed so far.
final remarks

The survey results quoted above allows formulating several principal con-
clusions. The intraschool assessment practice observed so far (external assess-
ment has just been introduced) is encumbered with many errors and discrep-
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ancies and gives rise to a number of controversies. Studies have indicated that 
assessment is performed mostly based on behavioural paradigm. Construc-
tivist approach evident on many plains of assessment process has not gained 
a universal character, and some of its indicators have not been observed in 
educational practice at all. 

Coming back to the starting point of our theoretical considerations and 
looking at the detailed indicators of the new approach to assessment process 
we may state that:

•  In the opinions of respondents the object of assessment is not rather
the application of knowledge and making use of it in Real life situ-
ations, and surprisingly frequently the teachers are focused on facto-
graphic knowledge which is required to be memorized; 

•  Assessment is rather not integrated with the overall process of learning 
and teaching. Its isolation and separation from the operation of trans-
mission and acquisition of knowledge. The assessment activity and the 
role of marks themselves is very often overestimated in the process of 
motivating the student to further learning; 

•  Neither holistic assessment nor periodic assessment are used, and 
summative assessment and continuous assessment (e.g. in the form of 
a portfolio) are absent; such practices have only recently got the chance 
of being used in Polish schools;

•  Assessment criteria are revealed, however, it does not equally concern 
oral performance and written papers; such criteria are not subject to 
consultations with the students themselves;

•  School grades are only partially of multidimensional nature, too rare-
ly do they incorporate not only knowledge, but also capacities, think-
ing and affects;

•  Group assessment enabling cooperation skills in students is not used; 
students are generally not admitted to participate in the assessment 
process in any dimension.

It is worth noting down here that the very teachers do not notice the inef-
ficiencies of the assessment process as much as their students do, for instance. 
On one hand it seems to be natural, because they are the main authors of as-
sessment and they are not willing to undertake any far-reaching self-criticism, 
but on the other it proves that it is the teachers who are mostly attached to 
the traditional assessment model and do not see the need to verify the edu-
cational practice they have been using so far.

Naturally, all the above arguments do not change the fact that individ-
ually there are numerous positive educational experiences associated with 
assessment. The arguments constitute evidence that it is necessary to work 
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further on improvements of school assessment system, incorporating many 
aspects of the problem, also those which, perhaps, have not been encom-
passed in the present study.
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assessment of school achievements in theoretical discourse...
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