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Both self-efficacy and self-determination are domain specific, meaning they refer to specific 
learning situations (e.g., biology lab) or subjects (e.g., calculus). For self-efficacy, that means our 
expectations about accomplishing a specific goal. Likewise, for self-determination, it means our 
feelings of autonomy, competence, and relatedness can vary depending on the situation. However, 
remember that our strivings for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (like our need to pro-
tect self-worth) represent universal human needs. Despite differences among the theories, they 
provide similar suggestions for enhancing students’ intrinsic motivation, which we explore next.

APPLICATIONS: �FOSTERING SELF-EFFICACY, SELF-WORTH,  
AND SELF-DETERMINATION

Students with high self-efficacy, positive self-worth, and self-determination are more likely 
to be intrinsically motivated than are students with lower levels of these traits. According to 
the self theories, teachers can enhance students’ intrinsic motivation by following the guide-
lines described here.

Capitalize on interest and relevance. When teachers point out the relevance of new mate-

rial, students are more likely to become self-determined in their learning (Assor, Kaplan, & Roth, 
2002; Deci et al., 1994). This is especially true when students have low initial interest. Students 
also are more likely to value what they are learning and to enjoy it more when they are studying 
something of personal interest. In one study, students valued learning more when it involved a 
topic of interest to them, even when they experienced failure (Covington & Müeller, 2001). One 
way to make content relevant to students is to ground it in authentic learning activities that are 
real-life tasks, such as designing experiments in a science class, writing a persuasive letter to a 
local politician for English class, or creating a plan to reduce pollution in a civics class. Authentic 
activities encourage the acquisition of skills for solving problems and completing tasks that are 
important in the real world (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; Collins, Hawkins, & Carver, 1991). 
Students may be intrinsically motivated because learning has real-world relevance.

Provide realistic choices among tasks. Teachers can enhance students’ autonomy by 
giving all students realistic choices, as when elementary school students choose which 
book they want to read or when middle and high school students select their own topics 
for research projects. When students have choices such as these, they tend to enjoy 
tasks more, feel more competent, and have higher achievement (Patall et al., 2010). 
Giving students control over the process or the product of a task also fosters autonomy,  
promotes self-determination, and enhances intrinsic motivation (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, &  
Ryan, 1991; Reeve & Jang, 2006). To be effective, teachers should do the following:

TABLE 16.2	 Self Theories Compared

SELF-EFFICACY SELF-WORTH SELF-DETERMINATION
Description Expectations for 

success on a particular 
task

Overall evaluation 
of our worth as 
individuals

Feeling that we have 
choice in our actions

Core needs To believe we have the 
knowledge or skills to 
succeed on a task

To protect our 
perception of 
competence

To feel autonomous, 
competent, and related

Domain 
specific

Yes No Yes

Focus Perceived competence A need to develop 
competence

Situated cognition: See 
Module 18
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