
178 Unit 3: Learning Theories

4.	 Motivation: An imitator who pays attention, retains the information, and can produce 
the behavior also must have the motivation to perform that behavior in the future.  
A math student may have attended to and retained the model’s behavior and may be 
able to produce the behavior but may not be motivated to complete the math home-
work. Recent research suggests that a program using students’ personal information 
(name, friends’ names, favorite store) can create math word problems that are more 
interesting to students. Nigerian students provided with this personalized program 
had much higher achievement scores than those using the traditional math word prob-
lems (Akinsola & Awofala, 2009). By keeping the information personally interesting, 
teachers can increase a student’s motivation to imitate the behavior or performance.

Students may be more or less likely to meet these conditions. For example, although 
even infants can imitate their mothers’ behaviors (Markova & Legerstee, 2015; Paulas, 
2014), infants and young children do not have the same attention span or memory strategies 
as older individuals. As cognitive development becomes more advanced, individuals are able 
to imitate more complex behaviors. Similarly, physical strength and ability grow throughout 
childhood and adolescence, allowing some behaviors to be more easily produced at a later 
time. In addition, children with autism spectrum disorder may have deficits in their ability 
to imitate modeled behavior (Edwards, 2014). Finally, some cultures, such as the country 
of Samoa, use observational learning as a primary mode of teaching social behavior, a strat-
egy that may give students practice in using the skills involved in learning by observation 
(Odden & Rochat, 2004).

Environmental Characteristics
Assume that we have a model who has all the necessary characteristics to be effective and an imi-
tator who also has all the necessary characteristics to be effective. Will all the modeled behaviors 
be imitated? No. Environmental conditions increase or decrease the likelihood that a modeled 
behavior actually will be imitated by an individual (Bandura, 1986; Schunk, 2012). Let’s look at 
some of these environmental conditions:

•• Response facilitation effect: A behavior is imitated more frequently if a model has been 
reinforced for that behavior—called vicarious reinforcement. An adolescent who views 

Motivation: See  
Modules 14, 15, and 16

Live Models. Teachers can 
model learning tasks and 

behaviors for students, such 
as completing mathematical 
equations on a whiteboard, 

but students must be paying 
attention in order to  

perform the behavior 
themselves later.
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