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A B S T R A C T

Assessment operates in classrooms not only as an instructional procedure but also as a communicative process 
through which teachers convey meanings about learning and performance. Yet little is known about whether 
teachers’ conceptions of assessment are reflected in their students’ perceptions of assessment and classroom 
motivational climate. This study examined this cross-level relationship by linking teacher conceptions and 
characteristics to students’ perceptions of assessment and classroom motivational climate in secondary physical 
education. Data were collected from 989 students taught by 17 teachers in Spanish secondary schools and were 
analysed through a series of two-level linear regression models. A significant proportion of variance in each 
student-reported outcome was attributed to between-teacher differences. Teacher age and self-reported forma
tive orientation were the most consistent predictors. Notably, stronger self-reported formative orientation by 
teachers was associated with less positive student perceptions on some assessmentdimensions. These findings 
suggest that the meanings of assessment are not necessarily shared in the same way by teachers and students, 
highlighting assessment as a relational and interpretive process in which students construct the meaning of 
evaluation through classroom interaction.

Classroom assessment plays a central role in shaping how students 
engage with learning, interpret their progress, and understand their 
relationship with their teachers (Brown, 2017). Although often treated 
as a technical component of instruction, assessment also functions as a 
communicative practice. Through feedback, grading, and evaluation 
routines, teachers convey implicit messages about what counts as suc
cess, what is valued in learning, and what students are expected to do 
(Black & Wiliam, 2009; Brookhart, 2011). Consequently, assessment 

does not only measure learning; it contributes to how students make 
sense of their learning environment and their place within it.

Teachers’ conceptions of assessment, understood as their underlying 
beliefs about the purposes and functions of assessment (Brown, 2008), 
influence how assessment is enacted in classrooms. Research on con
ceptions of assessment has shown that teachers differ in how they un
derstand the purpose of evaluating students. Some emphasize 
assessment as a means of supporting learning and improvement, 
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whereas others view it primarily as a mechanism for accountability or 
certification (Brown, 2008; Harris & Brown, 2009). These conceptions 
are assumed to guide classroom practices. However, students do not 
have direct access to teachers’ beliefs; they experience assessment only 
through the interactions, routines, and expectations that structure 
classroom life. As a result, the meaning of assessment in a classroom may 
depend not only on what teachers intend to communicate but also on 
how students interpret those practices.

Despite extensive work on teacher conceptions and, separately, on 
students’ perceptions of assessment, relatively little research has 
examined whether teachers’ understandings of assessment are actually 
reflected in their students’ perceptions of assessment and classroom 
motivational climate. This question is particularly relevant in secondary 
education, where assessment practices are more formalized and students 
are highly sensitive to evaluation and comparison (Harlen & Crick, 
2003). If assessment operates as a communicative and relational pro
cess, then different classrooms might provide systematically different 
assessment experiences to students, even within the same curricular 
context.

The present study addresses this issue by adopting a cross-level 
perspective linking teachers’ characteristics to students’ perceptions of 
assessment and classroom motivational climate. Using matched data 
from secondary physical education teachers and their students, we 
examine whether students’ perceptions vary between teachers and 
whether such differences are associated with teachers’ assessment con
ceptions and demographic characteristics.

1. Teacher conceptions of assessment

Teachers’ conceptions of assessment influence how they design, 
enact, and communicate evaluation practices in the classroom 
(Fernández-Ruiz & Panadero, 2020; Postareff et al., 2012). These con
ceptions refer to teachers’ underlying beliefs about the purposes and 
consequences of assessing students (Brown, 2008). Some teachers 
emphasize assessment as a means of supporting learning and improve
ment, whereas others view it primarily as a mechanism for certification, 
grading, or accountability (Harris & Brown, 2009; Looney, 2011).

Importantly, teachers rarely hold a single, coherent orientation. 
Rather, their views tend to be hybrid and context-dependent, shaped by 
institutional demands, curriculum requirements, and personal peda
gogical philosophies (Brown et al., 2024; DeLuca et al., 2025; Remesal, 
2007). As a result, assessment intentions are negotiated within practical 
constraints, and teachers may simultaneously endorse formative prin
ciples while operating in systems that require summative judgments.

Brown’s (2008) framework distinguishes several broad conceptions 
of assessment, including assessment for improvement and assessment 
for accountability. These orientations have implications for how teach
ers structure classroom activities, provide feedback, and involve stu
dents in evaluation processes. Teachers who emphasize improvement 
tend to value feedback, adaptation of instruction, and student partici
pation, whereas accountability-oriented perspectives often prioritize 
grading, documentation, and certification (Harris & Brown, 2009; 
Wiliam, 2011).

However, a growing body of research suggests that teachers' stated 
beliefs do not always correspond closely to their enacted practices. Even 
teachers who report formative orientations may rely on grade-focused 
routines, limited feedback, or test-dominated evaluation structures 
(Bennett, 2011). This discrepancy is not necessarily a contradiction but 
reflects the influence of contextual pressures such as time constraints, 
class size, or institutional requirements (Panadero et al., 2014). Conse
quently, students do not encounter teachers’ beliefs directly; they 
encounter patterns of interaction, feedback, and expectations that only 
partially reflect those beliefs.

From the student perspective, assessment is therefore experienced 
through classroom events rather than teacher intentions. If teachers’ 
conceptions shape classroom routines, but those routines are interpreted 

by students within ongoing interactions, the meaning of assessment in a 
classroom cannot be inferred solely from teachers’ reported beliefs. 
Instead, it must be examined in relation to how students perceive and 
respond to assessment practices. This raises the question of whether 
differences in teachers’ conceptions are actually reflected in students’ 
perceptions.

2. Students’ interpretation of classroom assessment and climate

Students do not experience assessment as a set of abstract principles 
but through everyday classroom events. Their perceptions are shaped by 
how assessment is implemented, how feedback is communicated, and 
how evaluation practices are embedded within classroom interactions 
(Brookhart & Durkin, 2003; Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008; Struyven et al., 
2005). Rather than reflecting formal definitions of assessment, students’ 
views are grounded in their ongoing participation in classroom activities 
and in the meanings they attribute to teachers’ actions.

Research shows that students interpret assessment differently 
depending on how it is enacted. When assessment is experienced as 
supportive, relevant, and oriented toward improvement, students tend 
to report higher engagement and more positive emotional responses 
(Birenbaum et al., 2006). Conversely, when it is experienced as pri
marily grade-focused or disconnected from learning, students tend to 
report reduced motivation, lower ownership of learning, and a sense of 
irrelevance (Brown, 2011; Dann, 2014). These perceptions represent not 
only reactions to specific tasks but interpretations of the broader 
learning environment.

The classroom motivational climate provides the context in which 
such interpretations occur. Climate reflects the interpersonal tone, ex
pectations, and participation structures established by the teacher and 
interpreted by students (Ames, 1992; Patrick et al., 2007). Students’ 
sense of support, fairness, and autonomy depends on how teachers 
organize activities, respond to performance, and communicate expec
tations (Alonso-Tapia & Fernández-Heredia, 2008; Reeve, 2006). 
Importantly, climate is not a background variable, but a product of 
teacher behaviour as perceived by students, linking pedagogical actions 
to motivational responses (Alonso-Tapia & Fernández-Heredia, 2008).

Assessment practices are a central component of this climate because 
evaluation routines repeatedly signal how competence is defined and 
how students are positioned within the classroom (Brookhart, 2011; 
Cizek, 2010). Practices emphasizing feedback, progress, and clear ex
pectations tend to be interpreted as supportive, whereas heavy reliance 
on grading, ranking, or opaque criteria may be experienced as control
ling or discouraging (Black & Wiliam, 2009; McMillan, 2013; Wiliam, 
2011). In this sense, classroom climate and assessment are closely 
intertwined: students often infer the quality of their relationship with 
the teacher from how they are evaluated.

This interpretive process is particularly salient in physical education. 
Because performance is visible and often socially comparative, students 
may experience assessment as motivating and collaborative when effort 
and improvement are emphasized, or as evaluative and externally 
imposed when attention is focused primarily on performance outcomes 
(Hay & Penney, 2013; López-Pastor et al., 2013). The same assessment 
activity may therefore convey different meanings depending on how it is 
structured and communicated. These concerns are also reflected in in
ternational discussions within the field, such as the AIESEP (2020) po
sition statement on assessment in physical education, which emphasises 
the importance of aligning assessment practices with learning and stu
dent development. Beyond the visibility of performance, assessment in 
physical education has been theorised as an inherently relational prac
tice, in which the meaning of evaluation is co-constructed between 
teachers and students rather than residing in the assessment task itself 
(Hay & Penney, 2013). From this perspective, students’ capacity to 
recognize and act on the purposes of assessment, often discussed as 
students’ assessment literacy, is not a fixed individual attribute but de
velops through the evaluative interactions and shared expectations that 
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characterize each class (Hay & Penney, 2013; López-Pastor et al., 2013). 
This relational and literacy-oriented view reinforces our central premise: 
if the meaning of assessment is built within classroom interaction, stu
dents taught by different teachers may interpret the same evaluative 
practices in systematically different ways.

Taken together, these findings suggest that assessment operates 
within classrooms as an interpreted experience. Students construct 
meanings about fairness, usefulness, and personal value through 
repeated exposure to assessment routines and interactions with their 
teachers. If teachers differ in how they approach and communicate 
assessment, classrooms are likely to differ systematically in how stu
dents perceive both assessment and the motivational climate. This 
expectation provides the basis for examining variation between teachers 
and linking teacher-level characteristics to student-reported 
perceptions.

If assessment is experienced by students through ongoing classroom 
interactions, its meaning is likely not identical across classrooms. Even 
when teachers operate within the same curriculum and institutional 
context, they differ in how they communicate expectations, provide 
feedback, and structure participation (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Brookhart, 
2011). Because students repeatedly encounter these routines, those 
being taught by the same teacher within the same classroom are likely to 
develop common perceptions, while differing from students taught by 
other teachers (Brookhart & Durkin, 2003; Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008; 
Struyven et al., 2005).

From this perspective, the classroom becomes a meaningful unit of 
analysis. Students in a given class are exposed to similar interactional 
patterns and evaluative practices, and therefore their perceptions of 
assessment and classroom climate should show a degree of similarity. 
Research on classroom motivational climate indicates that students 
interpret teaching practices collectively and construct shared views of 
support, expectations, and fairness within the same classroom 
(Alonso-Tapia & Fernández-Heredia, 2008; Ames, 1992; Patrick et al., 
2007; Reeve, 2006). In turn, differences in teachers’ approaches to 
assessment should be reflected in systematic differences between 
classes.

This reasoning implies that student perceptions are not solely indi
vidual attitudes, but somewhat collective experiences shaped by class
room processes. A multilevel approach therefore allows identification of 
variation attributable to the teacher–classroom context and facilitates 
the examination of whether teacher characteristics are associated with 
classroom-level differences (Brookhart, 2011; Cizek, 2010).

3. Teacher characteristics and their role in classroom dynamics

Teachers’ demographic characteristics, such as age and gender, are 
increasingly recognized as relevant factors in shaping classroom dy
namics, pedagogical practices, and student outcomes (Klassen & Tze, 
2014; Spilt et al., 2011). Because students experience assessment 
through ongoing classroom interactions, such characteristics may also 
be associated with how evaluative practices are interpreted by students.

Teacher age, which often correlates with professional experience and 
socialization into institutional norms, has been linked to variation in 
instructional and assessment approaches. Some studies suggest that 
more experienced or older teachers are more likely to rely on traditional 
or summative-oriented practices, whereas younger teachers may be 
more open to formative or student-centered approaches (Koh, 2011; 
McMillan, 2013). At the same time, students may perceive teachers 
differently based on age-related interactional styles, such as approach
ability, flexibility, or perceived authority, thus shaping their experience 
of the motivational climate (Nurmi, 2012).

Gender has likewise been examined in relation to classroom pro
cesses, although findings are context-dependent. Some evidence in
dicates that female teachers more frequently adopt student-centered and 
mastery-oriented instructional strategies, which may affect how stu
dents perceive fairness, support, and encouragement (Retelsdorf et al., 

2010; Rubie-Davies et al., 2012; Wolters & Daugherty, 2007). However, 
associations between teacher gender and assessment practices remain 
inconsistent (Harris & Brown, 2009).

In the present study, teacher age and gender are included as level-2 
predictors in the multilevel models to examine whether they explain 
differences in students’ perceptions of assessment and classroom moti
vational climate.

4. Aim and research questions

The aim of this study is to investigate, using a multilevel approach, 
whether students’ perceptions of assessment and classroom motiva
tional climate vary across classes and whether teacher-level character
istics, including assessment conceptions, age, and gender, are associated 
with this variation. Two research questions (RQ) guide this 
investigation:

RQ1. Do students’ perceptions of assessment and classroom moti
vational climate vary across classes (i.e., between teachers) in secondary 
physical education?

RQ2. Do teachers’ assessment conceptions, age, and gender account 
for differences in students’ perceptions of assessment and classroom 
motivational climate in secondary physical education?

5. Method

5.1. Participants

The study involved a total of 989 secondary school students from 
Spain and their physical education teachers (n = 17), selected using 
convenience sampling. Participants came from 10 schools (6 public and 
4 private) located in five different districts of the Madrid metropolitan 
area. This distribution implies high variability in the socio-economic 
background of our participants, both because of the type of school (i. 
e., public and private) and their geographical distribution. Among the 
students, 454 (46.0%) identified as male, 448 (45.3%) as female, 20 
(2.0%) selected “other”, 66 (6.7%) preferred not to disclose their gender, 
and one student did not respond to the gender question. The average age 
of the student participants was 14.6 years, with ages ranging from 13 to 
17.

The teacher sample consisted of 17 participants, including 12 
(70.6%) males and 5 (29.4%) females. The average age of the teachers 
was 36.6 years, with a range between 23 and 57 years. Their overall 
teaching experience averaged 9.4 years (ranging from 3 months to 30 
years), while their experience at their current school averaged 6.6 years 
(ranging from 3 months to 23 years).

5.2. Instruments

Four questionnaires were used in this study: two completed by 
teachers and two by students. As part of their questionnaires, teachers 
indicated their gender (female and male) and their age, as well as their 
perceived formative orientation (on a scale from 0 to 10), and these 
variables were used in the analysis in this study.

Before describing each instrument in detail, it is important to note 
that we conducted exploratory factor analyses (EFA) only for the student 
questionnaires. This decision was based on sample size considerations: 
the student sample (n = 989) was sufficiently large to support reliable 
factor analytic results, whereas the teacher sample (n = 17) was too 
small to yield meaningful outcomes. Consequently, we only report EFA 
results for the student scales in the sections below. Similarly, internal 
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) was estimated for the student scales, 
while for the teacher scales, we report reliability estimates from their 
original validation studies.
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5.2.1. Battery of Teachers’ Motivational Variables Related to Students (B- 
TMV-S)

This questionnaire was initially developed by Garazo and 
Alonso-Tapia (2016) and then validated by Alonso-Tapia & Ruiz-Díaz, 
2022, to measure teachers’ motivational orientation. In total, it con
sists of 27 Likert-type items, with response options ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), and it includes three subscales: 
teacher focus on student grades (9 items; α =.76); teacher focus on 
student emotional needs (10 items; α =.84), and teacher expectancies on 
managing students (8 items; α =.66), which is split into two subscales: i) 
teacher self-efficacy expectancies and ii) teacher control expectancies 
(Alonso-Tapia & Ruiz-Díaz, 2022).

5.2.2. Qualitative Model of Conceptions of Assessment (QMCoA)
This questionnaire, developed by Remesal and Brown (2015), con

sists of 34 items and measures two main teachers’ conceptions regarding 
the purpose of assessment (formative regulation and societal control) and 
four conceptions regarding the focus of assessment (teaching, learning, 
certification, and accountability). The questionnaire uses a six-point 
Likert-type scale, including four positive and two negative response 
options. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients reported by Brown & Remesal, 
2017 were .83 for formative regulation, .74 for societal control, .57 
for teaching, .51 for learning, .57 for certification, and .66 for 
accountability.

In this study, only the two purpose-related subscales, formative 
regulation (example item: “Each assessment occasion is also a new op
portunity for learning”) and societal control (example item: “If there was 
not learning assessment, it would be impossible to motivate students to 
learn”), were used, as together they encompass all items included in the 
four focus-related subscales (teaching, learning, certification, and 
accountability). This decision aimed to keep the models as parsimonious 
as possible, while still capturing the full conceptual range of teachers’ 
assessment conceptions represented in the original instrument.

5.2.3. Students Conceptions of Assessment (SCoA-VI)
This questionnaire (Brown, 2011) consists of 33 items and measures 

students’ conceptions of assessment in four inter-related constructs: (1) 
assessment improves learning and teaching (improvement), (2) assess
ment relates to external factors (external attributions), (3) assessment 
has affective and social benefits (affect/social benefits), and (4) assess
ment is irrelevant (irrelevance). The original questionnaire presented 
Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .82 to .94 (Brown et al., 2009). For the 
purposes of this study, this questionnaire was translated to Spanish.

To examine the suitability of the instrument for our sample, we 
conducted an EFA. The results confirmed the original four-factor 
structure, as all items loaded reasonably well onto their intended fac
tors. While a few items showed secondary loadings on other factors, 
these were lower than the primary loadings, thus not warranting any 
changes. Therefore, the original four-factor structure was retained. 
Reliability analyses also yielded acceptable results, with Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficients for the four subscales ranging from .75 to .85.

5.2.4. Classroom Motivational Climate Questionnaire (CMC-Q)
This questionnaire (Alonso-Tapia & Fernández-Heredia, 2008) was 

developed to assess how students perceive the motivational climate of 
their classroom. It measures 16 specific teaching strategies or patterns 
that could affect student motivation to learn. Each strategy/pattern is 
represented by two items, one positively and one negatively worded, 
resulting in a total of 32 items. Reliability analysis performed in the 
original study showed very high Cronbach’s alpha coefficients among 
secondary and high school students (α = .93, respectively).

To examine the suitability of the instrument for our sample, we 
conducted an EFA. The results showed that all items had their highest 
loading on the first factor, except for item 26 that fell slightly below the 
conventional loading threshold of .30 (loading = .27) and exhibited 
moderate cross-loadings on two additional factors. Given that this was 

the only item that did not meet the threshold, we conducted a reliability 
analysis to inform the decision regarding its retention. The full scale 
demonstrated a very high Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (α = .94). 
Removing item 26 led to a negligible increase by one unit at the third 
decimal place, suggesting that its exclusion would not meaningfully 
improve the psychometric properties of the scale. Therefore, the original 
32-item structure was retained.

5.3. Procedure

The study was approved by the Ethical Committees of Universidad de 
Deusto and Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (reference: ETK-22/21- 
22). After this approval, the last author contacted physical education 
teachers who served as practicum tutors for university students. These 
teachers were invited to participate in the research and to facilitate the 
involvement of their students as well. Before the questionnaires were 
distributed, informed consent was obtained from all participants. 
Teachers signed consent forms directly, while parents and guardians 
provided written authorization for students’ participation. Participation 
was voluntary and no incentives were offered.

Data collection was organized to respect the availability of each 
teacher. A member of the research team visited each school to conduct 
in-person data collection during regularly scheduled physical education 
classes. These sessions ensured that students could complete the ques
tionnaires in a familiar setting and that any doubts about the items could 
be clarified by the researcher. Student questionnaires were primarily 
administered using a paper-and-pencil format. However, in one school, 
students completed the questionnaires online. All teacher responses 
were collected online. The data collection took place between November 
and December 2022.

To ensure anonymity and to link student and teacher data for 
analytical purposes, a coding system was established. Each school, 
teacher, and student were assigned a unique code, allowing for matched 
data while preserving confidentiality. No personally identifiable infor
mation was collected.

5.4. Data analyses

We first conducted descriptive analyses using SPSS 28 (IBM Corp., 
2021). To examine how teacher-level characteristics may be related to 
students’ perceptions of assessment and classroom motivational climate, 
we then employed a two-level hierarchical modeling strategy, treating 
students (Level 1) as nested within teachers (Level 2). This multilevel 
framework was selected for both theoretical and statistical reasons. 
Theoretically, the research aims to capture how teacher 
assessment-related conceptions and demographic characteristics related 
to the broader assessment culture experienced by students in their 
classrooms. Statistically, the use of multilevel modeling accounts for the 
non-independence of observations within teacher groups and enables 
the partitioning of variance across levels (Snijders & Bosker, 2012).

A series of two-level linear regression models with random intercepts 
were estimated using maximum likelihood with robust standard errors, 
with listwise deletion applied to missing data. Given the low proportion 
of missing cases, this approach for handling missing data did not 
introduce significant bias or affect the results. Separate models were 
constructed for each of the five student-reported outcomes: perceived 
classroom motivational climate (CMC total) and the four dimensions of 
assessment perceptions: (i) SCoA improvement, (ii) SCoA irrelevance, 
(iii) SCoA affect/social benefit, and (iv) SCoA external attributions). 
Statistical significance was set at p < .05 and the modelling was con
ducted in Mplus 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017).

The multilevel modelling was conducted in two steps. First, null 
models (i.e., models with no predictors) were estimated to determine the 
proportion of variance in each outcome attributable to between-teacher 
differences, as indicated by the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC). 
These null models also served as a baseline for comparing the full 
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models, allowing the evaluation of the extent to which the inclusion of 
predictor variables contributed to the prediction of each outcome. Sec
ond, teacher-level predictors were added to the models to determine 
whether they predicted each of the student-reported outcomes.

6. Results

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations (SD) for each of 
the five outcomes: perceived classroom motivational climate (CMC 
total), the four dimensions of assessment perceptions: (i) SCoA 
improvement, (ii) SCoA irrelevance, (iii) SCoA affect/social benefit, and 
(iv) SCoA external attributions, and the continuous predictors: teacher 
motivational variables (teacher focus on student grades, teacher focus 
on student emotional needs, teacher self-efficacy expectancies, and 
teacher control expectancies), conceptions of assessment as societal 
control, conceptions of assessment as formative, and a global 0–10 rat
ing of how formative the teacher perceives their own practice.

6.1. RQ1. Do students’ perceptions of assessment and classroom 
motivational climate vary across classes (i.e., between teachers) in 
secondary physical education?

To examine the degree to which students’ perceptions were shaped 
by students’ nesting within teachers, null models were estimated for 
each outcome. These models included no predictors and allowed for the 
estimation of the ICCs, quantifying the proportion of total variance in 
each of the student-reported outcomes attributable to differences be
tween teachers.

Table 2 presents the ICCs from the null models. ICCs ranged from 
.071 in model 5 to .189 in model 1, indicating that between 7.1% and 
18.9% of the variance in students’ responses was attributable to their 
nesting within teachers. These values provided justification for the use 
of multilevel models in the analyses, confirming that students’ percep
tions of both assessment and classroom motivational climate are likely 
shaped by the classroom context formed by their teachers.

6.2. RQ2. Do teachers’ assessment conceptions, age, and gender explain 
differences in students’ perceptions of assessment and classroom 
motivational climate in secondary physical education?

To address this question, five two-level linear regression models 
were estimated, each predicting a different student-reported outcome. 
Teacher-level predictors included age, gender, and seven composite 
measures from three sources: four motivational orientation scales 
(teacher focus on student grades, teacher focus on student emotional 
needs, teacher self-efficacy expectancies, and teacher control expec
tancies), two conceptions of assessment scales (as societal control and as 
formative), and a global 0–10 rating of how formative the teacher per
ceives their own practice. Table 3 summarizes the model results 
providing the conditional ICC and the teacher-level variance explained 
for each model as well as the unstandardized coefficients (B) and 

standardized coefficients (β), along with their standard errors (SE), and 
the statistical significance (p-value) for each predictor variable in each 
model.

In the first model focusing on students’ perceptions of classroom 
motivational climate (CMC total), two teacher-level predictors were 
statistically significant. Teacher focus on student grades was negatively 
associated with students’ perceptions of classroom motivational climate 
(β = − 0.358, SE = 0.137), indicating that students perceived a less 
positive classroom climate when teachers reported focusing more on 
student grades. Teacher age was also negatively related to the outcome 
(β = − 0.695, SE = 0.266); the older the teacher, the lower the students’ 
perceptions of classroom motivational climate. The model explained 
70.8% of the between-teacher variance.

In the second model focusing on students’ perceptions of assessment 
as improvement-oriented (SCoA improvement), teacher focus on student 
grades (β = − 0.446, SE = 0.151) and their age (β = − 0.881, SE = 0.227) 
were statistically significant and negative predictors of the outcome. 
Students perceived assessment as more improvement-oriented when 
teachers reported focusing less on student grades or were younger. The 
model explained 79.0% of the between-teacher variance.

In the third model focusing on students’ perceptions of assessment as 
irrelevant (SCoA irrelevance), teachers’ global self-rating of formative 
orientation (β = 1.007, SE = 0.352) and their age (β = 0.938, SE =
0.236) were statistically significant and positively associated with stu
dents’ perceiving assessment as more irrelevant. This suggests that 
students viewed assessment as more irrelevant to their learning when 
teachers rated their practice as more formative or were older. The model 
explained 78.3% of the between-teacher variance.

In the fourth model focusing on students’ perceptions of affective or 
social benefits of assessment (SCoA affect/social benefit), teacher focus on 
student grades (β = − 0.426, SE = 0.132), teacher self-efficacy expec
tancies (β = − 0.683, SE = 0.190), teacher global self-rating of formative 
orientation (β = − 1.240, SE = 0.385), and their age (β = − 1.008, SE =
0.284) were statistically significant and negative predictors of the 
outcome; students taught by teachers who reported a greater focus on 
student grades, higher self-efficacy expectancies, a stronger formative 
assessment orientation, and who were older tended to perceive fewer 
affective or social benefits of assessment. The model explained 81.2% of 
the between-teacher variance.

In the fifth model focusing on students’ perceptions of assessment 
outcomes being determined by factors outside their control (SCoA 
external attributions), teacher conceptions of assessment as societal 
control were statistically significantly and positively related to the 
outcome (β = 0.620, SE = 0.182), suggesting that students were more 
likely to attribute assessment outcomes to external or uncontrollable 
factors when their teacher endorsed societal control views. Teacher 
global self-rating of formative orientation (β = − 0.748, SE = 0.323) and 
age (β = − 1.028, SE = 0.247), again, showed statistically significant and 
negative associations with the outcome, with students taught by 
teachers who identified more strongly as formative assessors and older 
teachers tending to report lower levels of perceived external attribu
tions. The model explained 99.4% of the between-teacher variance.

Taken together, these results highlight teacher age and perceived 
formative orientation as the most consistent predictors across models, 

Table 1 
Means and standard deviations for outcomes and continuous predictors.

Variable M SD

CMC total 115.45 21.75
SCoA improvement 3.46 0.70
SCoA irrelevance 2.57 0.78
SCoA affect/social benefit 3.41 0.67
SCoA external attributions 2.71 0.78
Teacher focus on student grades 1.83 0.42
Teacher focus on student emotional needs 4.39 0.40
Teacher self-efficacy expectancies 3.80 0.36
Teacher control expectancies 2.40 0.58
Teacher conceptions of assessment as societal control 2.49 0.34
Teacher conceptions of assessment as formative 4.04 0.29
Teacher global self-rating of formative orientation 7.14 1.85

Table 2 
Intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) from null models.

Variable ICC

CMC total 0.189
SCoA improvement 0.122
SCoA irrelevance 0.187
SCoA affect/social benefit 0.166
SCoA external attributions 0.071

Note. Model 1: n (students) = 968; Model 2: n (students) 
= 963; Model 3: n (students) = 967; Model 4: n (students) 
= 981; Model 5: n (students) = 971.
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although in some cases the associations were unexpected or counterin
tuitive, followed by teacher focus on grades. Notably, teacher gender 
and the remaining teacher-level measures did not emerge as consistent 
predictors across the models.

In interpreting the model results, it is important to consider the 
limitations associated with the employed scales, as described in the 
Method section. In addition, the model fit indices indicated that, in all 
cases, the full models did not demonstrate a better fit than their corre
sponding null models. The combination of high proportions of explained 
teacher-level variance and no improvement in fit over the corresponding 
null models likely reflects the small number of teacher-level units (n =
17) relative to the number of teacher-level predictors included in the 
models. Consequently, the R² estimates should be interpreted with 
caution, as they may overestimate the explanatory power of the pre
dictors. This issue is particularly evident in the fifth model (SCoA 
external attributions), where the highest R² (99.4%) was observed 
alongside the lowest ICC (7.1%). These considerations suggest that 
alternative model specifications may offer a more informative under
standing of the data, particularly in light of the constraints imposed by 
the scales.

Table 3 
Two-level linear regression models of perceived classroom motivational climate 
and the four dimensions of assessment perceptions.

CMC total ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

ICC 0.191 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

R2 – teacher-level 
(%)

70.8 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

​ ​ B SE β SE p- 
value

Teacher focus on student 
grades

− 7.952 2.978 − 0.358 0.137 0.008

Teacher focus on student 
emotional needs

1.609 6.548 0.071 0.288 0.806

Teacher self-efficacy 
expectancies

2.889 5.523 0.110 0.216 0.601

Teacher control expectancies − 3.143 6.637 − 0.202 0.419 0.636
Teacher conceptions of 

assessment as societal 
control

5.844 5.302 0.253 0.226 0.270

Teacher conceptions of 
assessment as formative

0.758 13.183 0.021 0.361 0.954

Teacher global self-rating of 
formative orientation

− 2.970 1.897 − 0.624 0.387 0.117

Teacher age − 0.724 0.306 − 0.695 0.266 0.018
Teacher gender (female) 0.674 3.210 0.069 0.329 0.834

SCoA improvement ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

ICC 0.129 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​
R2 – teacher-level 

(%)
79.0 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

​ ​ B SE β SE p- 
value

Teacher focus on student 
grades

− 0.261 0.079 − 0.446 0.151 0.001

Teacher focus on student 
emotional needs

0.078 0.163 0.131 0.272 0.633

Teacher self-efficacy 
expectancies

− 0.130 0.129 − 0.187 0.187 0.316

Teacher control expectancies − 0.180 0.124 − 0.440 0.312 0.148
Teacher conceptions of 

assessment as societal 
control

0.182 0.128 0.301 0.218 0.155

Teacher conceptions of 
assessment as formative

0.197 0.346 0.205 0.369 0.569

Teacher global self-rating of 
formative orientation

− 0.093 0.048 − 0.742 0.425 0.054

Teacher age − 0.024 0.007 − 0.881 0.227 0.000
Teacher gender (female) 0.003 0.072 0.014 0.281 0.961

SCoA irrelevance ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

ICC 0.193 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​
R2 – teacher-level 

(%)
78.3 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

​ ​ B SE β SE p- 
value

Teacher focus on student 
grades

0.158 0.093 0.196 0.115 0.088

Teacher focus on student 
emotional needs

− 0.023 0.214 − 0.029 0.262 0.913

Teacher self-efficacy 
expectancies

0.071 0.153 0.075 0.161 0.641

Teacher control expectancies 0.275 0.163 0.489 0.298 0.091
Teacher conceptions of 

assessment as societal 
control

− 0.298 0.157 − 0.358 0.192 0.058

Teacher conceptions of 
assessment as formative

− 0.534 0.409 − 0.405 0.320 0.192

Teacher global self-rating of 
formative orientation

0.173 0.053 1.007 0.352 0.001

Teacher age 0.035 0.008 0.938 0.236 0.000
Teacher gender (female) − 0.035 0.094 − 0.099 0.269 0.710

SCoA affect/social benefit ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

Table 3 (continued )

ICC 0.164 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​
R2 – teacher-level 

(%)
81.2 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

​ ​ B SE β SE p- 
value

Teacher focus on student 
grades

− 0.273 0.075 − 0.426 0.132 0.000

Teacher focus on student 
emotional needs

0.130 0.200 0.200 0.298 0.516

Teacher self-efficacy 
expectancies

− 0.518 0.126 − 0.683 0.190 0.000

Teacher control expectancies − 0.245 0.179 − 0.546 0.398 0.172
Teacher conceptions of 

assessment as societal 
control

0.191 0.149 0.288 0.223 0.201

Teacher conceptions of 
assessment as formative

0.555 0.347 0.527 0.351 0.110

Teacher global self-rating of 
formative orientation

− 0.170 0.049 − 1.240 0.385 0.001

Teacher age − 0.030 0.008 − 1.008 0.284 0.000
Teacher gender (female) − 0.135 0.094 − 0.483 0.356 0.148

SCoA external attributions ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

ICC 0.104 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​
R2 – teacher-level 

(%)
99.4 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

​ ​ B SE β SE p- 
value

Teacher focus on student 
grades

0.024 0.068 0.040 0.117 0.728

Teacher focus on student 
emotional needs

0.199 0.143 0.334 0.238 0.165

Teacher self-efficacy 
expectancies

− 0.078 0.081 − 0.112 0.118 0.335

Teacher control expectancies − 0.207 0.122 − 0.506 0.324 0.089
Teacher conceptions of 

assessment as societal 
control

0.377 0.077 0.620 0.182 0.000

Teacher conceptions of 
assessment as formative

0.180 0.289 0.187 0.308 0.534

Teacher global self-rating of 
formative orientation

− 0.094 0.034 − 0.748 0.323 0.006

Teacher age − 0.028 0.005 − 1.028 0.247 0.000
Teacher gender (female) 0.084 0.056 0.329 0.230 0.133

Notes. Reference category of categorical variables in parentheses. Some stan
dardized coefficients exceeded an absolute value of 1. This can occur in models 
with correlated predictors and relatively small Level-2 sample sizes and may 
reflect multicollinearity or suppression effects. Therefore, individual standard
ized coefficients should be interpreted with caution.
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7. Discussion

Our findings suggest that classroom assessment is experienced by 
students not merely as a set of instructional procedures but as an 
interpreted classroom experience. Students taught by different teachers 
reported systematically different perceptions of assessment and class
room motivational climate, indicating that the meaning of assessment is 
at least partly constructed within each classroom context. At the same 
time, teachers’ own conceptions of assessment were not necessarily 
aligned with their students’ related perceptions. In particular, stronger 
self-reported formative orientation among teachers did not correspond 
to more positive student perceptions and, in some dimensions, was 
associated with less favourable ones. Taken together, these results 
indicate that assessment does not operate as a direct transmission of 
teachers’ intentions. Instead, its effects depend on how evaluative 
practices are enacted and interpreted within ongoing teacher-student 
interactions. The study therefore highlights assessment as a relational 
and interpretive process in which classroom dynamics shape how 
evaluation is understood and experienced by students.

7.1. Assessment as an interpreted classroom experience

The multilevel analyses indicated consistent between-teacher varia
tion in all student-reported outcomes. The ICCs showed that a substan
tial proportion of variance in students’ perceptions was attributable to 
the class level, suggesting that students within the same class tended to 
share similar perceptions of assessment and motivational climate. 
Rather than reflecting individual attitudes alone, students’ responses 
appear to represent shared interpretations of evaluative practices within 
the classroom. This finding supports the view that assessment operates 
as a social and relational process embedded in classroom interactions. 
Students exposed to the same teacher repeatedly encounter similar 
routines of feedback, expectations, and evaluative communication, and 
therefore develop convergent understandings of what assessment means 
in that context. Previous research on classroom climate has similarly 
shown that students form shared perceptions of support, structure, and 
fairness within classrooms (Alonso-Tapia & Fernández-Heredia, 2008; 
Patrick et al., 2007). Our results extend this idea to assessment, indi
cating that evaluative experiences are also collectively constructed.

The presence of class-level variation has theoretical implications that 
extend beyond the statistical justification for using multilevel modelling. 
It indicates that assessment is not experienced uniformly across 
instructional settings but acquires distinct meanings in different class
rooms. Even when curricular objectives are comparable, teachers’ ways 
of structuring evaluation appear to create classroom-specific assessment 
environments (Fraser, 2012). Consequently, understanding students’ 
perceptions of assessment requires considering the teacher-classroom 
context in which those perceptions are formed.

7.2. Teacher intentions and students’ experiences of assessment

The analyses showed that teachers’ formative orientation was not 
consistently associated with more positive student perceptions of 
assessment. For some outcomes, a stronger self-reported formative 
orientation was associated with less favourable student perceptions. 
Rather than contradicting formative assessment theory, this pattern 
likely suggests a misalignment between teachers’ intentions and how 
assessment is experienced by students. Previous research has shown that 
classroom assessment functions not only as an instructional technique 
but also as a relational and motivational signal conveying expectations 
about competence and participation (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Brookhart, 
2011). Our findings indicate that these signals may be interpreted by 
students in ways that differ from teachers’ intended meanings. An 
exception to this pattern was found for external attributions, where a 
stronger self-reported formative orientation predicted lower levels of 
attributing assessment outcomes to factors beyond students' control. 

This pattern is consistent with the expectation that formative practice 
help students view assessment as relevant to their own learning. It 
should also be noted that teachers' conceptions of assessment as 
formative, a construct conceptually similar to their global self-rating of 
formative orientation, did not statistically significantly predict any of 
the five student-reported outcomes. This discrepancy suggests that the 
associations observed for the global self-rating should be interpreted 
cautiously. As a single-item self-evaluation, the measure may be more 
susceptible to self-enhancement biases than a more comprehensive 
measurement of formative conceptions.

Research on teacher beliefs has consistently documented a gap be
tween espoused conceptions and enacted practices (Bennett, 2011; 
Harris & Brown, 2009). Teachers may endorse formative purposes while 
still working within routines that emphasise grading, performance 
comparison, or limited opportunities to use feedback. Students, how
ever, encounter assessment through concrete classroom events (e.g., 
how criteria are explained, how feedback is provided, how evaluation 
affects participation). Consequently, students’ perceptions are shaped 
less by teachers’ reported conceptions and more by the assessment 
practices they repeatedly experience.

This interpretation aligns with work on conceptions of assessment 
suggesting that the meaning of assessment depends on its communica
tion and enactment (Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008; Brown, 2008). What 
teachers consider formative may not be recognised as such by students if 
expectations are unclear, feedback is difficult to use, or evaluative 
consequences remain salient. In this sense, assessment operates as a 
communicative and interpretive process (Brookhart, 2011; Cizek, 2010), 
and its motivational consequences depend on how students perceive its 
fairness, usefulness, and relevance to learning (Birenbaum et al., 2006; 
Struyven et al., 2005).

The pattern observed for teachers’ focus on grades supports this 
interpretation. A stronger teacher focus on grading was associated with 
lower student-reported perceptions of classroom motivational climate, 
assessment as improvement-oriented, and assessment as affectively/so
cially beneficial. Prior research has shown that when evaluation is 
experienced as judgement rather than guidance, students report lower 
engagement and more performance-focused responses (Alonso-Tapia & 
Fernández-Heredia, 2008; Patrick et al., 2007). Thus, students appear 
sensitive to the evaluative messages conveyed by assessment practices, 
particularly the extent to which they emphasise learning progress versus 
comparison.

Taken together, the findings suggest that assessment meaning is 
constructed within classroom interaction rather than transmitted 
directly from teachers’ beliefs to students’ perceptions. Teachers’ con
ceptions may guide their intentions, but students respond to the 
assessment environment they experience. The results therefore point to 
a translation process between pedagogical intention and student inter
pretation, in which classroom communication mediates the motiva
tional and relational consequences of assessment (Brookhart, 2011; 
Fraser, 2012).

7.3. Teacher demographic characteristics and student perceptions

Teacher age was negatively associated with student perceptions of 
classroom motivational climate, improvement-oriented assessment, the 
affective and social benefits of assessment, and external attributions of 
assessment outcomes, but positively associated with perceptions of 
assessment irrelevance. These results should not be interpreted as effects 
of age itself but as indicators of differences in interactional and 
instructional patterns that may accompany professional experience. 
Prior research has suggested that teaching experience and professional 
socialisation can influence pedagogical routines and assessment prac
tices (Koh, 2011; McMillan, 2013). More experienced teachers may rely 
on established procedures that emphasise evaluation and classroom 
control, which students may interpret as less supportive or less 
responsive to their learning needs.
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From a classroom interaction perspective, students respond to how 
teachers communicate expectations, feedback, and evaluation. Studies 
of classroom climate show that perceptions of support, fairness, and 
clarity depend strongly on teacher-student interactions rather than on 
formal instructional intentions (Alonso-Tapia & Fernández-Heredia, 
2008; Patrick et al., 2007). Age may therefore function as a contextual 
factor influencing communication style, authority relationships, or 
responsiveness, which, in turn, shape how assessment is interpreted by 
students.

Teacher gender did not predict any student-reported outcomes. This 
is consistent with previous work showing limited and context-dependent 
associations between teacher gender and student perceptions (Harris 
and Brown, 2009; Rubie-Davies et al., 2012; Spilt et al., 2011).

7.4. Implications for assessment practice and teacher education

Our findings have implications for how assessment is understood in 
educational practice. Teacher assessment literacy is often framed in 
terms of designing appropriate tasks, using formative strategies, and 
applying fair grading procedures. However, the present results suggest 
that assessment effectiveness also depends on how students interpret 
evaluative practices. Even when teachers report formative intentions, 
students may not experience assessment as supportive if expectations, 
feedback, or purposes are not clearly communicated. Assessment liter
acy, therefore, involves not only selecting suitable assessment methods 
but also ensuring that the meaning of assessment is transparent and 
recognizable to learners.

This has consequences for teacher education and professional 
development. Programs that promote formative assessment frequently 
emphasise principles and techniques, yet teachers may need support in 
understanding how their practices are perceived by students. Encour
aging teachers to gather and reflect on student perception data may help 
identify discrepancies between pedagogical intentions and classroom 
experience. Such reflection could strengthen alignment between feed
back, grading practices, and students’ understanding of learning goals.

The results also suggest that attention should be given to assessment 
communication. How criteria are explained, how feedback is framed, 
and how grades are integrated into instruction appear central to stu
dents’ motivational responses (Brookhart, 2011; Cizek, 2010). In sub
jects such as physical education, where performance is visible and 
socially contextualised, clarity and transparency may be especially 
important for maintaining a positive classroom climate and positive 
student perceptions. This is consistent with sociocultural accounts of 
assessment in physical education, which frame evaluation as a relational 
practice whose meaning is negotiated between teachers and students 
rather than transmitted through the assessment task alone (Hay & 
Penney, 2013). Read through this lens, our finding that stronger 
self-reported formative orientation did not translate into more positive 
student perceptions points to the value of developing students’ assess
ment literacy, that is, their capacity to recognise the purposes and worth 
of the assessment they experience, alongside teachers’ own assessment 
practices.

More broadly, the study indicates that evaluation should be consid
ered a relational process rather than solely a measurement procedure. 
Assessment practices contribute to how students interpret competence, 
effort, and fairness within the classroom environment. For this reason, 
improving assessment practice may require not only better tools or 
procedures but also greater attention to how assessment experiences are 
constructed through everyday teacher-student interactions.

8. Limitations

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the 
findings. First, the cross-sectional design does not allow causal in
ferences. Although associations were found between teacher charac
teristics and student perceptions, the direction and mechanisms of these 

relationships cannot be determined. Second, both teacher and student 
variables were measured through self-report instruments. While the 
measures were validated, responses may be influenced by perception 
biases or incomplete awareness of classroom practices. Third, the 
number of teacher participants was limited (n = 17), restricting the 
statistical power and the complexity of models that could be estimated 
(e.g., interactions, mediation). Finally, the study was conducted within a 
specific context (i.e., Spanish secondary physical education), which may 
limit the generalizability of results to other subjects or education sys
tems. Collectively, these limitations underscore the exploratory nature 
of the study and highlight the need for replication with larger (partic
ularly at the teacher level) and more diverse samples. Future research of 
this kind would enable more rigorous measurement of the constructs 
under investigation and provide stronger evidence before firmer con
clusions can be established.

9. Conclusion

This study examined how teacher-level characteristics relate to stu
dents’ perceptions of assessment and classroom motivational climate in 
secondary physical education. Our findings indicate that assessment is 
not experienced solely as a technical or instructional practice but as a 
classroom process interpreted by students within ongoing teacher- 
student interactions. Students taught by different teachers developed 
systematically different understandings of assessment, and these un
derstandings were not directly aligned with teachers’ reported 
intentions.

The results therefore suggest that what assessment means to students 
depends not only on what teachers intend assessment to accomplish but 
on how its purposes and consequences are communicated and recog
nised by learners. Assessment practices shape classroom relationships, 
expectations, and motivation through the meanings students attribute to 
them. Consistent with sociocultural views of assessment in physical 
education, evaluation operated here as a relational process in which 
meaning was negotiated through everyday interactions within the 
classroom rather than transmitted directly from teachers’ conceptions to 
students’ perceptions (Hay & Penney, 2013). Understanding these dy
namics therefore requires attention not only to what teachers intend but 
to the assessment literacy that students develop as they make sense of 
repeated evaluative experiences.

By showing that students’ perceptions do not necessarily mirror 
teachers’ conceptions, the study shifts attention from assessment design 
alone to assessment interpretation. Improving assessment may thus 
require not only better methods, but greater attention to how evaluative 
practices are enacted and understood in classrooms.

For initial teacher education and professional learning, these find
ings indicate that preparing teachers to assess well involves more than 
mastering formative techniques. It also requires helping teachers 
anticipate how their assessment practices are likely to be interpreted by 
students, and supporting them in gathering and reflecting on student 
perception data as a routine part of their practice. Such reflection may 
be especially valuable in physical education, where the visibility and 
social comparability of performance heighten the relational stakes of 
evaluation.

Finally, the limitations of this study point to a clear agenda for future 
research. Replication with larger teacher samples would allow more 
complex modelling, including the examination of interaction and 
mediation effects. Longitudinal and observational designs that combine 
student perception data with direct evidence of enacted assessment 
practices would help clarify how the misalignment we observed de
velops and whether it can be reduced. Extending this work to other 
subjects and education systems would further establish how far the 
relational and interpretive dynamics identified here are specific to 
physical education or common across different assessment contexts.
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