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Abstract 

Based on social cognitive theory, this study focused on how self-efficacy beliefs were related to 

assessment practices among experienced university teachers. The data consisted of 16 thematic 

interviews of university teachers from various faculties who had received awards of excellence 

in teaching. The thematic interviews were content analyzed both inductively and deductively. 

Academics’ self-efficacy experiences were related in four assessment modes: assessment in 

general, diagnostic assessment, formative assessment and summative assessment. As sources of 

self-efficacy experience were identified by mastery experience, vicarious experience, social 

persuasions and physiological and affective states. The mastery experience was the most 

common source of self-efficacy in assessment practice, and for experienced teachers, fairness 

was the prominent feature in assessment.  

Keywords: self-efficacy beliefs, assessment practices, academics, higher education,  
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Introduction 

What expresses academics’ self-efficacy beliefs in assessment practices? Academics are experts 

of their field with profound knowledge of their subject as they have achieved their position in 

university mainly based on research merits. Many of them are also experienced teachers and 

educated in university pedagogics.  Based on previous research, academics seem to have high 

self-efficacy in research and teaching (Bailey, 1999; Chang, Lin and Song, 2011). It may also be 

an unquestioned assumption that they also hold high self-efficacy beliefs concerning their 

assessment practices. Assessment, however, often seems to be a demanding task – even for 

experienced teachers (van Lankveld et al. 2016; Myyry et al. 2020).  Furthermore, assessment is 

a task that invokes various emotions such as frustration, anger or joy (Myyry et al. 2020) which 

may influence both attitudes towards assessment and self-beliefs as assessor. 

In order to support academics in developing pedagogical competence besides research 

competence, many universities have offered pedagogical development courses and programs for 

their academic staff. Issues of the assessment practices have been one of the main themes in 

those courses, as assessment of students’ learning and theses is one of the most important part of 

academics’ work. As assessors, academics have at least two roles: supporting learning and 

development through assessment and being gatekeepers of high-standard academic achievements 

(Vehviläinen, Löfström and Nevgi, 2018). 

A few studies have focused on academics’ emotions related to their development in 

teaching (e.g Postareff and Lindblom-Ylänne, 2011) and their emotions concerning student 

feedback (Lutovac et al. 2017). In the context of school education, teachers’ teaching efficacy 

(e.g., Caprara et al. 2006; Klassen and Tze, 2014) has been studied widely, but to our knowledge, 
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research focusing on academics’ efficacy in assessment and how self-efficacy beliefs are related 

to assessment is rare. 

A person may have firm trust in his/her ability to perform one kind of task but hold a 

disbelief concerning another type of task. Self-efficacy belief  always pertains to a certain 

performance, and should not be mixed with the concept of self-esteem, the feelings of self-worth 

and self-respect, the overall evaluation of ourselves (Morf and Koole, 2012). Self-efficacy theory 

(Bandura 1977; 1982; 1986; 1997) has engendered extensive research on how teachers’ self-

efficacy beliefs are related to their actions in teaching and to their effectiveness and outcomes of 

teaching (Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk Hoy and Hoy, 1998; Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk 

Hoy, 2007; Takahashi, 2011; Tschannen-Moran and Johnsson, 2011; Klassen and Tze, 2014).  

However, most of the studies have examined teachers at schools. Teachers’ self-efficacy has 

been found to be at least moderately related to students’ academic achievement (Caprara et al. 

2006; Klassen and Tze, 2014; Zee and Koomen, 2016). Teachers’ self-efficacy is also positively 

associated with their self- and student-rated instructional quality (Holzberger, Philipp and 

Kunter, 2013), their job satisfaction (Caprara et al. 2006), and negatively with their burnout (Zee 

and Koomen, 2016).  

Chang, Lin and Song (2011) designed a measure of teaching efficacy for higher 

education teachers with six subscales. One of them was learning assessment, indicating how 

confident respondents were in assessment. They observed that the score of the learning 

assessment subscale was higher for females than males, higher for teachers giving courses 

matching their specialty than teachers giving courses not matching their specialty as well as 

teachers with longer teaching experience than shorter one. Research looking at relationship 

between teachers’ self-efficacy and assessment especially in higher education is scarce. In our 
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paper, we aim to investigate how academics’ self-efficacy beliefs are related to their assessment 

practices.  

Self-efficacy beliefs in academic assessment practices 

Self-efficacy belief can be defined as a person’s judgement and belief in capability to perform 

and execute a certain task (Bandura, 1997).  According to Bandura’s (1986, 1997) social 

cognitive theory, self-efficacy develops through interaction between personality and environment 

and individuals progress in it based on four sources of capability-related information. First, they 

interpret their experiences and outcomes of their actions in various situations. Success yields 

mainly into interpretation of mastery experience and increases self-efficacy, and contrary, failure 

in action lowers self-efficacy. Mastery experiences seem to be the strongest contributors to self-

efficacy (Palmer, 2006; Usher and Pajares, 2008): Success strengthens self-beliefs and failure 

fuels self-doubt. Second, when observing others acting, people witness their successes and 

failures and compare these to their own experiences, and these vicarious experiences may 

influence their self-efficacy. Vicarious experiences influence self-efficacy particularly for 

uncertain people. However, even self-assured people can raise their self-efficacy by modelling 

better ways of doing things (Bandura, 1986; 1997). Thirdly, people are influenced by the 

efficacy-relevant information that comes from others as feedback, evaluations of their action and 

these social persuasions alter their self-efficacy. Finally, in various actions people’s 

physiological and affective states such as anxiety, stress, fatigue and mood influence how they 

interpret the outcomes of their actions and their perceived capability. A negative mood activates 

thoughts of past failings, whereas a positive one activates thoughts of past successes (Bandura, 

1997). 
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Purposes of assessment  

Assessment is often understood as grading/marking, scoring and testing, but it is a much broader 

concept (Brown, 2008; Wiliam, 2011). The overall purpose of an assessment is to understand 

and improve student learning, to give feedback to a student concerning both process in learning 

and product of the learning (Sadler, 1989, 2010; Knight, 2002). There is general agreement that  

assessment serves two different purposes. First, the purpose of assessment is to provide 

certification of achievement, and secondly, to facilitate learning by giving feedback and 

supporting students’ progress in learning (Boud and Falchikov, 2006). Besides these two 

purposes, Archer (2017) adds accountability as a third purpose of assessment referring to 

institutions’ responsibility to the public and government for the funding received. Institutions are 

responsible for providing evidence that the goals for learning have been promoted and achieved. 

Assessment is an important task for the academics. However, they often perceive 

assessment as a separate task from their teaching (Parpala and Lindblom-Ylänne, 2007).  In 

general, any assessment decision includes two key steps: identifying assessment criteria or 

standards and judging how well the assessed work meets these criteria (Boud and  Falcikov, 

1989). This is usually thought to be an analytical, reflective process (Yan and Brown, 2017), but 

with practice and experience, it may become more automatic and intuitive and this might be the 

reason why experienced assessors spend less effort in performing familiar tasks (Tai et al. 2018).   

Depending on the context, assessment has different functions and goals, and from this 

perspective, assessment can be divided into summative, formative and diagnostic assessment (e.g 

Biggs, 2003; Virtanen, Postareff and Hailikari, 2015). We speak about summative assessment 

when our purpose at the end of a course is to give grades to students and to assess how they have 

met the learning objectives. The purpose of formative assessment is to enhance and support 
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learning. Students and teachers both need to know how learning is proceeding, and formative 

assessment gives them feedback during learning. When the teacher at the beginning of a course 

wants to find out what students already know about the topic, it is a question of diagnostic 

assessment. Diagnostic assessment helps the teacher in course planning and guides students to 

reflect on their previous knowledge. (Black and Wiliam, 2009; Boud, 2000; Falchikov, 2005; 

Hattie and Timperley, 2007; Bennett, 2011; Virtanen, Postareff and Hailikari, 2015). 

Very often assessment focuses on learning outcomes, i.e. reporting results of learning, 

and in that case, we speak about assessment of learning. It is closely connected to summative 

assessment. The purpose of assessment for learning, on the other hand, is to support and improve 

learning. (Black et al. 2004; Black and Wiliam, 2009; Bennett, 2011; Wiliam, 2011). In that case 

assessment means giving constructive feedback, engaging students, discussing goals and results 

with students and increasing confidence and trust in students that everyone can learn and 

develop. 

Fairness of assessment  

Fairness of assessment is an important assessment quality, an essential dimension of teachers’ 

assessment literacy, and it also arouses assessment connected feelings by students (Hailikari et 

al. 2014; Rasooli, Zandi and DeLuca, 2018) and teachers (Myyry et al. 2020).  Hailikari et al. 

(2014) point out that fair assessment is reliable and valid. Tierney (2014, 56), however, 

underlines that fairness "is an important quality that is distinct from, but related to validity”. 

According to Segers, Dochy and Gijbels (2010) fairness refers to consistent and unbiased 

treatment of students and use of assessment criteria. Thus, fairness is associated with values of 

equity and equality (Tierney, 2014; Rasooli, Zandi and DeLuca, 2018). Furthermore, fair 

assessment is considered transparent (Hailikari et al. 2014; Tierney, 2014; Flores et al. 2015). In 
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social psychology, fairness is usually separated into distributive justice, which refers to 

allocating rewards and resources (Deutsch, 1985), such as time used for grading and feedback, 

procedural justice, which refers to fairness of procedures used in allocation (Leventhal, 1980), 

and interactional justice, which refers to fair and appreciative interaction with others (Bies and 

Moag, 1986; Greenberg, 1990). Research has emphasized the importance of fair procedures, 

such as representativeness (everyone affected by the decision has a voice in the situation), bias 

suppression (the decision-maker do not favor anyone at the expense of others) and consistency 

(procedures are consistent across persons and time) (Colquitt et al. 2001). In the context of 

assessment in higher education, the students’ perceived level of fairness in assessment seems to 

be affected by the assessment methods used: essays and seminars produced more feelings of 

subjective fairness compared to examinations (Burger, 2017). 

Teaching and learning environment 

Assessment in higher education is not carried out in a vacuum, but it is affected by the 

institutional culture related to assessment. Two types of cultures related to assessment have been 

distinguished: testing culture and assessment culture. Testing culture reflects the traditional 

approach to education where instruction and testing are seen as separate activities and where 

teaching means transmitting knowledge to students who memorize and reproduce it. In 

assessment culture, on the other hand, instruction and assessment are integrated and students are 

active in the evaluation of their achievement. Learning is seen as meaning-creation, and the 

teachers are seen as mentors who provide opportunities for the students to use their knowledge 

(Birenbaum, 1996). However, there has been concerns about how students understand the 

assessment process (Rust, Price and O’Donovan, 2003). For instance, Sadler (2010) has argued 

that feedback seems to have little impact on students because they do not understand the 
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meaning of it.  Even if the assessment criteria are explicit, assessing involves a lot of tacit 

knowledge, knowledge that is highly personal and difficult to communicate or share with others. 

It is usually rooted in an individual’s ideals, values or emotions. Transferring tacit knowledge to 

students might be difficult (Rust, Price and O’Donovan, 2003).  

  Entwistle, McCune and Hounsell (2002) identified in their project “Enhancing teaching-

learning environments in undergraduate courses” (the ETL model) four elements related to 

teaching-learning environments: course context, teaching and assessment of contents, 

relationship between students and staff, and students and their cultures. Course contexts refer for 

instance to aims of teaching, to course design and organization and to workload. Teaching and 

assessment of contents include how course content is chosen and organized, teaching methods 

and assessment and feedback procedures. Staff-student relationship relates to guidance and 

support of learning, sense of fairness and moral order and affective quality of the relationship. 

These elements are influenced by teachers’ beliefs and conceptions of teaching. Lastly, students 

and students’ cultures consist of both individual factors (abilities, knowledge and skills) and 

social factors (peer groups, relationships and students’ beliefs and values). Students’ perceptions 

of the teaching-learning environment have an impact on their learning approaches and learning 

outcomes (Richardson, 2006; Parpala et al. 2010).   

 

Purpose of the study 

 

As assessment is an integral part of teachers’ work, it is also related to their well-being and 

integrity. In a previous study, the importance of teachers’ emotions related to assessment has 
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been found (Myyry et al. 2020). It is also evident that assessment culture (Birenbaum, 1996; 

Rust, Price and O’Donovan, 2003) and the teaching-learning environment (Entwistle, McCune 

and Hounsell, 2002) affect the assessment practices. The aim of the study was to investigate how 

academics’ experiences of self-efficacy are related to their experiences concerning assessment 

through the following two research questions:  

1) How sources of self-efficacy beliefs are related to experienced teachers’ assessment in 

different modes of assessment in higher education?  

2) What elements of teaching and learning environment are associated with experienced 

teachers’ sources of self-efficacy? 

Methods 

Collection of the data, respondents and procedure 

The data were collected by thematic interviews from the 16 academics (8 males and 8 females) 

who had received an award of being an excellent university teacher. Participants’ position varied 

from senior lecturer to professor and they all had pedagogical training and a long teaching 

experience in their discipline. The participants represented various disciplines: medicine, 

veterinary medicine, biosciences, educational sciences, arts, law and social sciences. The 

research procedure followed the principles for research with human participants and the study 

did not involve elements requiring ethical review (Finnish Advisory Board on Research 

Integrity, 2019). The respondents provided an oral informed consent to participate the study and 

they were informed that they could withdraw their participation any time without any reason. 
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The thematic interviews included questions about defining assessment and feedback, 

assessment methods used and procedures as well as justice issues related to assessment (its 

reliability and validity).  The interviews were conducted by the members of the research group; 

each member interviewed two participants. The interviews, which lasted from 30 to 80 minutes, 

were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interviews were conducted in respondents’ office or 

in some other silent and convenient place.  

Analyses 

The thematic interviews were analyzed by deductive and inductive content analysis, and each 

member of the research group coded the two interviews that were conducted by her. Self-

efficacy was coded throughout the entire interviews. In the coding process, an attempt was made 

to identify only unambiguous instances of self-efficacy. In the next step of the analysis process, 

the members of the whole research group cross-validated the coded text-segments together. The 

disagreements were resolved by negotiation jointly by all the researchers.  

For deductive analyses, we applied Morris and Usher’s (2011) recommendations by 

choosing the following codes: mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, social persuasion, and 

physiological and affective states. Finally, factors associated with positive or negative self-

efficacy experiences and elements of teaching-learning environment were identified by means of 

inductive content analysis (Matthews and Ross, 2010).  

Results 

We identified four modes of assessment, which were related to the self-efficacy experiences: 

assessment in general and diagnostic, formative and summative assessment (Table 1). 

Assessment in general involved episodes where teachers talked about assessment on a general 
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level, not connecting it to any specific assessment mode. For instance, referring to assessment 

system or assessment criteria in general: 

“My evaluation system has gotten a huge amount of praise from the students. And I have 

modified the system quite extensively over the years based on the student feedback” (005) 

Diagnostic assessment referred to situations where a teacher assesses students to find out 

their prior knowledge about the topic and to clarify them what the final examination requires: 

 “In order to find out the baseline in the beginning of a new course I will use the final exam of 

the preceding course to increase the student awareness that these are the things you need to 

know now.” (009)  

Formative assessment represents situations where, for example, feedback about learning 

process is emphasized: 

“I’ll stress that certain issues have been learned and understood and I pay a lot of attention to 

the feedback; I somehow try to make them realize that it does not end with the evaluation and the 

grade, but what’s more important is what you have learned by the time you are leaving the 

course.” (006) 

In summative assessment teachers talked about the meaning of giving grades to students 

at the end of the course or scoring the final examinations: 

“When I grade a response to the exam question, I score the main points and then I just grade 

according to the scores. So, I strive to be completely impersonal so to speak (laugh), in other 

words, not an awful lot of interpretation. So just giving marks according to predetermined 
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criteria, in other words, about this and this issue you should know these main points, and then 

just see that you tick the appropriate box.” (015) 

 [Table 1 about here] 

Across modes of assessment, the most powerful source of feeling self-efficacy were 

mastery experiences. In the general mode of assessment, 13 teachers described positive 

experiences of self-efficacy – success experiences – and two negative experiences of self-

efficacy – occasions where self-efficacy was challenged. As positive experiences, teachers 

mentioned how experience had helped them to regulate time used for assessment, to apply 

assessment criteria or in general made it easier to assess students. Negative experiences were 

related for instance to challenges in creating good assessment criteria.  

“How do you create good evaluation criteria? Excellent question! At least you need experience, 

as often you just modify them back and forth.” (009)  

In the modes of diagnostic and formative assessment all mastery experiences were 

positive: three for the diagnostic and eight for the formative assessment. Mastery in diagnostic 

assessment was mostly related to the growing understanding of students’ prior knowledge. 

“ ...although in a sense I have prepared the course so that it has certain general goals which will 

be focused on, still I on the first lesson ask what are students’ own [goals], in other words why 

they have come to the course and what their most central expectations are, that is to say what 

they want to learn in this course, because this tells me always [important things]...” (010)  
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In the formative assessment, mastery experiences were involved when developing 

feedback practices: “one needs to be a brave teacher […] so I just experiment in a way this, 

which I think is assessment, that I continuously give feedback” (005) 

Mastery experiences also dominated the summative assessment setting: most of the 

teachers had experienced positive and only one negative feelings of self-efficacy. Positive 

experiences were related to increasing competence in doing assessment (creating criteria, 

developing assessment methods and practices) and increasing efficiency.  

“I as a teacher need [evaluation criteria] so that I am able to genuinely assess the competence of 

the students and am able to act in an unbiased way. And then the students, they will see what is 

expected from them, that is they will see the learning goals and the criteria, in other words these 

are the ways the competencies should become concrete in the evaluation plan.” (010)  

The only negative experience was related to the difficulty in conducting summative assessment:  

“The aim for learning is not primarily to increase knowledge but to stimulate thinking and that 

leads to a big question how you assess it and I have been thinking about this for 15 years and 

still have not been able to formulate that at all well to myself, and I have not even found a very 

good formulation of it myself.” (016)  

Vicarious experiences were a less powerful source of feelings of self-efficacy than 

mastery, and all experiences were positive: nine in general, one in formative and nine in 

summative setting. Through vicarious experiences, for instance modeling colleagues, learning 

from pedagogy training or following common norms and regulations, the respondents have 

improved their summative assessment practices.  
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“With my own experience and pedagogical training and all, my own attitude has surely been 

changed and also my idea of what is included in it, that although I would have had the basis 

before, then bringing them forward is what I have learned only over the time.” (001)  

Social persuasion as a source of self-efficacy was identified both positively and 

negatively in the general, formative and summative settings. In positive experiences, respondents 

had received positive feedback from students, from colleagues or from improved results of 

students’ performance.  

“Well, during that [practical] exam there is naturally interaction [with students], and then the 

students give me feedback that yeah, this is really good, and we should have more like this.” 

(011) 

Negative experiences of social persuasion were related to challenges to create assessment 

criteria that can be opened to students clearly enough: 

“Yes, I do use [the evaluation criteria]. And it is lovely when they have been done, although just 

right now I should make a set of those, and it is difficult indeed in my opinion to make up those 

qualitative criteria so that also the student would understand them, you feel rather insignificant 

when doing them....” (014) 

Physiological and affective states were not common sources of self-efficacy related to 

assessment. General setting, formative assessment and summative assessment generated few 

experiences. In positive experiences teachers felt comfortable and confident in assessing and in 

negative ones had feelings of incompetence or insecurity. 
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In all, we identified the following elements connected to self-efficacy: fairness, openness, 

easiness, difficulty, reflection, pedagogical knowledge, familiarity with students, responsibility, 

effectiveness, support from colleagues and student enthusiasm (Table 2).  

[Table 2 about here] 

Out of the 11 elements related to self-efficacy experiences, six were only present in 

positive experiences (effectiveness, familiarity with students, easiness, responsibility, support 

from colleagues, student enthusiasm), one only in negative experiences (difficulty) and four in 

both situations (fairness, openness, reflection and pedagogical knowledge). Mastery experiences 

in assessment in general mode were related most often to fairness: validity and reliability of 

assessment. 

“In my opinion, the system needs to be totally transparent and I think that the students also like 

that it is, that they know that there is no negotiation in that. To be sure, I have seen some tears 

here, but then I just say, that I cannot do anything, you just did not know enough” (015)  

  Reflection (ability to look back at own work, perhaps discuss with colleague or make 

plans according to the process), openness (one makes sure that both parties are aware of the 

learning objectives, assessment methods and assessment criteria) and easiness (assessment can 

be done effortlessly) were less typical elements. 

Familiarity with students which is related to experience was also less prominent. A 

teacher knows his typical student material and is aware their common capabilities: 
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“For the first-year students, what they know, I might sound arrogant but I have a certain feel for 

what they know as I have just read their and their friends’ matriculation exams a couple of 

months earlier and therefore in a sense I do have some information on what to expect.” (002)  

Some elements were identified only few times from teachers’ interviews (Table 2). 

Relating to assessment procedure, effectiveness related to the time used, and difficulty in 

performing valid assessment were rarely used. Teachers’ pedagogical knowledge (pedagogical 

training that leads to better knowledge of assessment methodology and theories behind good 

assessment), responsibility (relating to the teachers’ responsibility towards the students’ skills in 

their future profession), and support from colleagues (referring here to working together with 

colleagues with same interest towards assessment and getting support to your own ideas) were 

also identified only from some interviews.  

Discussion 

The aim of the study was to investigate how academics’ experiences of self-efficacy are related 

to their experiences concerning assessment. We identified four modes of assessment, which were 

related to the self-efficacy experiences: assessment in general, diagnostic assessment, formative 

assessment and summative assessment.  Summative assessment was the most common context of 

self-efficacy, indicating its predominance in higher education. Diagnostic assessment was 

mentioned by only three teachers (positive mastery experiences), which may indicate the 

rareness of diagnostic assessment in general. Negative self-efficacy experiences were only 

related to summative or to assessment in general. In diagnostic and formative assessment 

settings, all the experiences of self-efficacy were positive. As formative assessment is often 

given as a feedback in contact with the students, this is in line with the previous results that 
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direct contact with students strengthens teacher identity, enhancing also enjoyment and job 

satisfaction (van Lankveld et al. 2016; Myyry et al. 2020).  

In three modes (general, formative and summative) all four sources of self-efficacy were 

present, mastery experiences being the most common source. This is in line with previous 

findings (Palmer, 2006; Usher and Pajares, 2008). Experience strengthens academics’ self-

confidence and skills also in assessment by making it easier and rewarding. Vicarious 

experiences, social persuasion and physiological and affective states were sources of self-

efficacy in general assessment, formative and summative assessment modes, but they were not 

mentioned in diagnostic assessment context. Our finding that mastery experiences were the most 

important source is supported by Talsma and her colleagues (2018). In their meta-analysis they 

tested whether self-efficacy predicts performance or performance self-efficacy. They concluded 

that both affect each other, and that there is a feedback loop or cycle of performance – self-

efficacy – performance.  

Vicarious experiences were found to be less common source of self-efficacy, for instance 

modeling colleagues, learning from pedagogy training or following common norms and 

regulations. Just observing others may not raise self-efficacy belief, as the research on teacher 

development has revealed the importance of reflection in developing both teacher identity and 

teacher competence (Postareff and Nevgi, 2014; Nevgi and Löfström, 2015; Pekkarinen, Hirsto 

and Nevgi, 2020). 

Social persuasion was found both in assessment in general and in summative assessment 

settings. In this source, both positive and negative self-efficacy experiences were presented in 

equal numbers. This was often related to feedback, which has also previously been a source of 
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efficacy beliefs by highlighting personal capabilities (Schunk, 1984). Physiological and affective 

states were minor sources of self-efficacy in this study. This seems to support the findings from 

other sources; teachers felt at ease and confident or incompetence and insecure in relation to self-

efficacy. 

Our main finding was that fairness of the assessment is by far the most common element 

for self-efficacy among our group of awarded teachers. This corresponds well with the finding 

that fairness is also the major source of emotions related to assessment (Myyry et al. 2020).  

Fairness was associated with both positive and negative experiences of self-efficacy, especially 

in summative assessment. Success in fairness enhances self-efficacy whereas fear of failure 

makes the teacher question her/his abilities. This is in line with earlier findings that teachers’ 

self-efficacy is positively linked to factors underlying teachers’ psychological well-being, 

including personal accomplishment, job satisfaction, and commitment (Zee and Koomen, 2016). 

Fairness was related both to allocating resources (such as time and effort) and just procedures 

(such as transparent assessment criteria and consistency in assessment across time and persons), 

being in line with previous findings (Tierney, 2014; Rasooli, Zandi and DeLuca, 2018; Flores et 

al. 2015; Hailikari et al. 2014) and confirming the importance of fair procedures to people 

(Colquitt et al. 2001). In this sense, fairness seems to be related to the elements of organizing 

teaching and workload as well as to the staff-student relationship (Entwistle, McCune and 

Hounsell, 2002).  

From the other elements of our data, easiness (how effortless assessment is) and 

effectiveness (assessment should not require too much time) seem to relate to the course 

organization and workload in the ETL-model of teaching learning environment (Entwistle, 

McCune and Hounsell, 2002). Difficulty in creating valid assessment criteria can reflect 
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problems in the assessment procedure, including the teaching and assessment contents element in 

the ETL-model. Most of the elements identified from our data could be located on the staff-

student relationship (i.e. guidance and support of learning, sense of fairness and affective quality 

of the relationship) component in the ETL-model. Besides fairness, openness (ensuring that the 

assessment criteria are clear to students), familiarity with students (knowing their level of 

competence), responsibility (feeling responsible for the competence students are achieving), and 

support from colleagues, even if it is focused on relationships between teachers. Reflection 

(reflecting one’s work) and pedagogical knowledge could not be clearly linked to the ETL-

model’s elements, but more to teachers’ beliefs and conceptions of teaching, which affect the 

teaching-learning environment.  

Difficulty and openness refer also to teachers’ willingness to transfer the tacit knowledge 

of assessment to students, which may be challenging (Rust, Price and O’Donovan, 2003). Our 

respondents seem to sustain assessment culture more than testing culture (Birenbaum, 1996), 

emphasizing students’ agency in assessment procedures, fairness of assessment and feeling 

responsible of learning outcomes and development of students’ professional competence.  

Limitations 

Because our exploratory study included only a small convenience sample from a pool of 

experienced and awarded teachers, the results cannot be generalized to all university teachers. 

However, the sample represented teachers who had sustained experience with many-sided 

assessment methods, and our results provide a baseline for the future research. It would be 

important to study university teachers in different phases of their careers and their self-efficacy 

connected to assessment practices. Moreover, experiences of self-efficacy were coded from the 
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interviews deductively, but the interviews did not include straight questions about self-efficacy. 

Thus, we may have over interpreted the responses. We had enhanced reliability by cross-coding 

and iterating the coding process several times.  Moreover, the study was conducted in one 

cultural context. For instance, power distance (the extent to which the less powerful members of 

institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed 

unequally) in Finland is relatively low compared to for example United States, Spain and 

Belgium (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005). This means that university teachers in Finland may feel 

to be equal with students in a larger extent than in other countries. This might have affected the 

results.   

Conclusions  

In sum, our research indicates that assessment plays an important role in academics’ self-

efficacy. This study confirms that fairness is a prominent element in assessment. The results 

reflect teachers’ role as judges and on the other hand facilitators of learning. Our results also 

show that of the elements of teaching-learning environment, especially staff-student relationship 

is associated with teachers’ experiences of assessment-related self-efficacy. Besides concerns of 

fairness, desire to be open in assessment and with assessment criteria and knowing the students’ 

level of competence suggest that the teacher-student relationship is important to our respondents. 

Our study suggests that in pedagogical training it is important to pay attention to university 

teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs and especially fairness in assessment practices.  For further 

research, we might ask how teachers’ assessment-related self-efficacy develops, what is the role 

of negative experiences of self-efficacy in professional development of higher education 

teachers, how their conceptions of teaching-learning environment (e.g., fairness) are related to 
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assessment practices and how organizational/academic culture affects teachers’ conceptions and 

practices.  
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Table 1. Number of teachers (out of 16) experiencing positive or negative self-efficacy in 

different modes of assessment according to the four main sources defined by Bandura (1986)   

Modes of 

assessment 

Main sources of self-efficacy 

Mastery 

experiences 

Vicarious 

experiences 

Social 

persuasions  

Physiological and 

affective states 

Assessment in 

general 

Positive: 13 

Negative:2 

Positive: 6 

Negative: -1) 

Positive: 4 

Negative: 1 

Positive: 1 

Negative: 2 

Diagnostic 

assessment 

Positive: 3 

Negative: - 

Positive: - 

Negative: - 

Positive: - 

Negative: - 

Positive: - 

Negative: - 

Formative 

assessment 

Positive: 8 

Negative: - 

Positive: 1 

Negative: - 

Positive: 1 

Negative: -  

Positive: 1 

Negative: - 

Summative 

assessment 

Positive: 12 

Negative: 1 

Positive: 9 

Negative: - 

Positive: 3 

Negative: 2 

Positive: 2 

Negative: - 

Note: One teacher is only once in one cell, but same teachers can have experiences in several 

cells. 1) - denotes no observation 
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Table 2. Elements connected with self-efficacy in different modes of assessment according to the 

four main source categories. Numbers indicate the number of interviews the elements were 

detected in 

 

Modes of 

assessment 

Main sources of self-efficacy 

Mastery 

experiences 

Vicarious 

experiences 

Social 

persuasion  

Physiological 

and affective 

states 

Assessment in 

general 

Positive: 

Fairness: 10 

Reflection: 2 

Openness: 2 

Easiness: 2 

Familiarity with 

students: 1 

Effectiveness: 1 

 

Negative:  

Fairness: 1 

Difficulty: 1 

Positive: 

Reflection: 3 

Fairness: 2 

Pedagogical 

knowledge: 1 

Easiness: 1 

 

 

 

Negative: - 1) 

Positive: 

Reflection: 3 

Fairness: 1 

Openness: 1 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative: 

Difficulty: 1 

Openness: 1 

Fairness: 1 

Reflection: 1 

Positive: 

Reflection: 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative: 

Fairness: 2 

Diagnostic 

assessment 

Positive: 

Familiarity with 

students: 3 

 

Negative: - 

Positive: - 

 

 

 

Negative: - 

Positive: - 

 

 

 

Negative: - 

Positive: - 

 

 

 

Negative: - 

Formative 

assessment 

Positive: 

Fairness: 1 

Reflection: 3 

Easiness: 3 

Familiarity with 

students: 2 

Responsibility: 1 

 

Negative: - 

Positive: - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative: - 

Positive: - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative: - 

Positive: - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative: - 

Summative 

assessment 

Positive: 

Fairness: 8 

Reflection: 3 

Openness: 3 

Easiness: 8 

Responsibility: 1 

Effectiveness: 1 

 

Positive: 

Fairness: 5 

Reflection: 1 

Easiness: 4 

Responsibility: 1 

Support from 

colleagues: 1 

 

Positive: 

Fairness: 2 

Student 

enthusiasm: 1 

  

 

 

 

Positive: 

Openness: 1 

Easiness: 1 
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Negative: 

Difficulty: 1 

Negative: - Negative: 

Pedagogical 

knowledge: 1 

Fairness: 1 

Reflection: 1 

Negative: - 

 

Note: One element from one teacher is only once in one cell, but the same teacher may have 

several elements in each cell and the same teacher can be in several cells. 1) - denotes no 

observation 

 


