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experiences and verbal persuasion (Usher & Pajares, 2006a, 2006b). In contrast, 
Mexican American students may be more influenced by vicarious experience than their 
White peers (Stevens, Olivárez, & Hamman, 2006).

•• Students with learning disabilities and students in lower ability groups have lower 
self-efficacy than their peers and report fewer mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, 
and verbal persuasions. They also have higher anxiety than students with average or 
above-average achievement (Hampton & Mason, 2003; Usher & Pajares, 2006b).

To better understand how to increase students’ self-efficacy, we need to discuss how school 
experiences help shape self-efficacy. Young children’s beliefs about their ability are overly opti-
mistic (Wigfield & Cambria, 2010). They interpret praise as an indication of exceptional 
performance and pay little attention to social comparisons of performance (Usher & Pajares, 
2008). Self-efficacy declines developmentally (Anderman & Midgley, 1997; Eccles & Midgley, 
1989). As children progress through school, their cognitive development and school practices 
that involve evaluation (grades, displaying best work, etc.) lead them to make comparisons of 
their performance with others. These comparisons may lead to more realistic perceptions of 
ability and consequently decreased self-efficacy.

School transitions from elementary to middle school and from middle to high school can 
cause further declines in self-efficacy (Friedel, Cortina, Turner, & Midgley, 2010; Schunk &  
Meece, 2006). Middle school students perceive school as more focused on performance- 
approach goals (competing for grades, showing off ability) than mastery-approach goals (focus-
ing on learning and improving; Midgley, 2002). In response to the increasing emphasis on 
grading and evaluation that they experience as they transition to middle school, adolescents 
continually reassess their self-efficacy in various subjects (Schunk & Miller, 2002).

Regardless of grade level, classroom practices can influence self-efficacy. In classrooms where 
teachers make explicit comparisons of ability, lower achieving students have lower self-efficacy. 
For example, ability grouping, which involves placing students into homogeneous groups based 
on their achievement level (e.g., for reading or math in elementary classrooms), can undermine 
the self-efficacy of students in the lower groups (Schunk & Miller, 2002). Explicit comparisons 
are less likely in middle school and high school, because in many schools students are assigned 
to curriculum tracks in which all students within a class are of the same ability level.

Vicarious Experiences.  
The most effective model 
for this young girl learning 
to tie her cleat is a child of a 
similar age, like her brother 
shown here.

Learning disabilities: See 
Module 21

Ability grouping: See 
Module 19

Performance-Approach 
goals and mastery-
approach goals: See 
Module 15

Praise: See Module 14

Ability grouping: See 
Module 19

©
iS

to
ck

ph
ot

o.
co

m
/ H

el
pi

ng
H

an
dP

ho
to

s


