
180 Unit 3: Learning Theories

attending a school in a low-SES district with few resources (environment) may score lower 
on a standardized test than a student with high levels of confidence (personal characteris-
tic) who is attending a school in a high-SES district with the best teachers and resources  
(environmental characteristic). Although many personal characteristics contribute to learn-
ing, two that have received much attention in the educational field are self-efficacy and 
self-regulation.

Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy, an individual’s belief about his or her capabilities for success, has been studied 
extensively (Bandura, 1977, 1997). Individuals with high self-efficacy believe that they are capa-
ble of success, whereas individuals with low self-efficacy believe that they are likely to fail or 
that they are not capable of success. Self-efficacy develops from four influences (Schunk, 2012; 
Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2014):

1.	 Past performance: Individuals who have been successful in a given domain in the past 
are likely to have high self-efficacy for it. For example, a student who has performed 
well in math is likely to expect to achieve success in math in the future. In contrast, 
the student who has struggled with math or has had many instances of failure likely 
expects to fail again in the future. Teachers who provide students with ample oppor-
tunities to be successful may enhance a student’s self-efficacy for more challenging 
tasks.

2.	 Modeling: When individuals see others similar to themselves experience success, they 
are likely to have high self-efficacy and to believe that they too can be successful.

3.	 Verbal persuasion: Individuals who are told that they can be successful are more 
likely to believe in their own success and to develop high self-efficacy. Students who 
are told that they are unlikely to succeed may develop low self-efficacy and a belief 
that they will fail. Here, simple words of encouragement may increase a student’s 
self-efficacy.

4.	 Physiological states: Physical strength or fatigue can influence levels of self-efficacy. A 
student who is physically weak may have lower self-efficacy in areas of athletic perfor-
mance than a student who is physically strong; or students who are tired may be less 
likely to view their capabilities as leading to success.

Self-Efficacy: See  
Module 16

FIGURE 9.1     Bandura’s Triadic Reciprocal Determinism Model of Causality. In this 

model, behavior, environment, and person have bidirectional influences on each other.

Person
(anxiety, goals, gender)

Behavior
(study habits, athletic

performance, standardized
test scores)

Environment
(teacher’s instructional

strategies, symbolic models,
socioeconomic status)

Reference: Modeling


