
181Module 9: Social Cognitive Theory

Cultural differences also may influence the development of self-efficacy (Bandura, 2002; 
Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2014; Schunk & Pajares, 2002). Teachers and media figures often 
are less likely to represent a minority group. Because students from minority groups may 
have fewer similar models available, they may have lower self-efficacy. For example, one study 
found that minority students predicted their own performance on standardized tests—as well 
as that of others in their minority group—to be below average. Similarly, women had lower 
self-efficacy than men for performance on a standardized test (Mayo & Christenfeld, 1999). 
Historically in American culture, girls had few female role models in successful careers, and 
verbal persuasion toward participation in certain academic areas, particularly math and sci-
ence, was not encouraging but rather discouraging (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Research sug-
gests that this pattern may be disappearing in some cultures. A cross-national study found that 
middle school-age girls had higher self-efficacy for academic activities than boys in Eastern and 
Western European countries (Pastorelli et al., 2001). Teachers can counter the limited models 
available for minority students and girls by using verbal persuasion and providing examples of 
successful similar models whenever possible.

Self-efficacy is considered an important cognitive process in learning because it influences 
choice of behavior, effort and persistence, and achievement (Bandura, 1982, 1989, 1997; 
Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2014). Let’s examine each of these more closely.

•• Choice of behavior: Individuals will choose more difficult behaviors for which they have 
high self-efficacy, whereas individuals with low self-efficacy will avoid those behaviors. 
For example, the student with high self-efficacy for 
reading will choose more difficult books to read, while 
the student with low self-efficacy for reading will avoid 
it (Mucherah & Yoder, 2008). Similarly, one study 
found that middle school students who had high 
self-efficacy for math and science were more likely 
to continue taking classes in those areas (Fouad &  
Smith, 1996).

•• Effort and persistence: Students with high self-efficacy 
will increase their effort and persistence for success 
even when they are struggling. For example, students 
with high self-efficacy for mathematics who do not 
perform well on the first homework assignment will 
put more time and energy into the next assignment. 
These students will continue to strive for success 
because they believe that they can be successful. In 
contrast, students with low self-efficacy for mathemat-
ics will view their first failure or struggle in math as 
verification that indeed they cannot be successful, and 
they will give up more easily (Bandura, 1982).

•• Achievement: Individuals with high self-efficacy tend to 
have higher levels of academic achievement than indi-
viduals with low self-efficacy (Tella, Tella, & Adeniyi, 
2009; Weiser & Riggio, 2010; Zimmerman &  
Labuhn, 2012). Specifically, self-efficacy for learning 
is related to mathematical performance, reading, and 
writing skills (Basak & Ghosh, 2014; see Schunk, 
2003, for a review).

Minority Status. The election of President Barack Obama was 
significant for many people, as he provided the first presidential 
model of diversity in our nation’s history.
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