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SELF-EFFICACY THEORY

➊	 Describe outcome expectations and efficacy expectations with respect to student and 
teacher efficacy.

Albert Bandura’s (1986, 2001) social cognitive theory provides us with the concept of efficacy 
as a way to understand student motivation and achievement. Let’s explore how self-efficacy and 
teacher efficacy affect students’ intrinsic motivation.

Self-Efficacy and Motivation
Self-efficacy, an expectation that we are capable of performing a task or succeeding in an activity, 
influences our motivation for the task or activity. To be motivated, we must have high outcome 
and efficacy expectations. Outcome expectations are beliefs that particular actions lead to par-
ticular outcomes—in this case, success. Efficacy expectations are beliefs that we have the requi-
site knowledge or skills to achieve the outcome. An elementary school student might believe that 
learning spelling words makes students better spellers (outcome expectation), but to be motivated 
to achieve she also needs to believe that she 
has the ability to memorize the assigned spell-
ing words (efficacy expectation). Likewise, a 
middle school or high school student might 
believe that studying leads to performing well 
in school, but he also must believe that he has 
the appropriate study skills to achieve success 
in school subjects. Students with high efficacy 
and outcome expectations approach difficult 
school tasks as challenges to be mastered, 
set moderately challenging goals, and per-
sist when tasks are difficult—that is, they are 
motivated. Students with low efficacy and 
outcome expectations are easily discouraged 
by failure and therefore are not motivated to 
learn (Bandura & Schunk, 1981; Schunk & 
Pajares, 2009).

Self-efficacy is a critical determinant 
of behavior in school, sports, and social 
relationships (Bandura, 1977, 1997). It is 
domain specific, meaning that a student may have high self-efficacy in math but not in other 
subjects, or in athletics but not in academics. Boys tend to have higher self-efficacy in math 
and science, while girls tend to have higher self-efficacy in writing (Anderman & Young, 1994; 
Pajares & Valiante, 2001; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990). Gender differences may be due partly 
to cultural expectations that influence parents’ perceptions that boys are better at math and 
science (Meece, Glienke, & Askew, 2009). Because cultural expectations also affect parental 
behaviors, they may indirectly influence children’s self-efficacy and motivation. In one study, 
for example, mothers were more likely to buy math and science items for boys than for girls, 
regardless of the child’s age (Bleeker & Jacobs, 2004).

Students from various ethnic backgrounds also show differences in self-efficacy, depend-
ing on subject matter. Students from minority groups tend to have self-efficacy for reading 
that is comparable to that of their White peers (Mucherah & Yoder, 2008). However, self-
efficacy for math appears to be lower for African American and Hispanic students (Pajares & 
Kranzler, 1995; Stevens, Olivárez, Lan, & Tallent-Runnels, 2004). Also, Hispanic students tend 

Social cognitive theory: 
See Module 9

Self-Efficacy. The Little Engine That Could is a good example of  
self-efficacy, with the engine saying, “I think I can, I think I can . . . ”  
as it climbs the hill.
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