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CHILDREN'’S SELF-EFFICACY IN READING

Chapter 8: Children’s Academic Self-Efficacy in Reading and Reading

Development

—From Theory to Practice

Pilvi Peura, Tuija Aro, Eija Réikkonen,

Helena Viholainen, & Mikko Aro

Self-efficacy has been found to be an important predictor of various learning-related
outcomes. In this chapter, we focus on the role of academic self-efficacy in the context of
reading among school-aged children. We first discuss measurement of reading self-efficacy
both theoretically and in the light of recent empirical findings. We then turn on reviewing
how reading self-efficacy contributes to reading achievement and development and focus on
the variations in this relationship. Recent findings on how reading self-efficacy changes and
develops over time as well as the varying role of the four theorized sources of self-efficacy in
this development are being discussed. Finally, we look more closely on how reading self-
efficacy can be intervened as a part of reading support by explicitly targeting the four sources
of self-efficacy. The chapter concludes with suggestions for future research on children’s
academic self-efficacy in reading. Increased understanding of the individual processes in
reading self-efficacy development seems to be needed to better address the needs of different

groups of students with differentiated instruction.

1.1 Introduction

To become a fluent reader is a hallmark of primary school education and thus a pivotal
academic skill. Later on, reading to learn is needed every day and everywhere in the modern
world. Fluent reading skills can thus be seen as the sine qua non of all academic learning. Some
children have more difficulty in gaining reading skills, and overall, children’s interest in
reading and their reading skills have been found to decrease in recent years. We know much

about the cognitive factors that hamper or support reading development (Lyytinen et al., 2004).
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Recently, more attention has also been given to the non-cognitive factors, such as motivation,
in this development (see Toste et al., 2020). In this chapter, we will focus specifically on the
role of academic self-efficacy (ASE) in the context of reading. More specifically, ASE in
reading refers to children’s beliefs about their capabilities in reading. In this chapter, this
specific part of ASE will be referred as reading self-efficacy.

The chapter begins with discussions on what kind of efficacy beliefs children actually
have concerning reading and how these beliefs have been measured in primary school-aged
children. Children’s self-efficacy evaluations and their specificity are discussed both
theoretically and in light of empirical findings in reading. We then focus on reviewing how
reading self-efficacy is known to contribute to reading achievement and development. The role
of self-efficacy for learning in different reading subskills is discussed, as efficacy beliefs may
be differently related to different reading subskills. The next section describes what we know
about how efficacy beliefs change over time, and the role of the four theorized sources of self-
efficacy in this development are discussed. Finally, the possibilities to support children’s
reading self-efficacy as a part of reading instruction are considered, and implications for the
practice suggested. The chapter concludes with future considerations for ASE research in

reading.

1.2 Self-Efficacy Evaluations in Reading

1.2.1 Specificity

According to Bandura (1997), beliefs about our capabilities are context specific: that is, we
hold multiple beliefs of our academic capabilities, which can vary across different skill areas
(such as math or reading; Bong, 1997) but also within a skill or domain between different
subskills (Shell et al., 1995). Hence, a child can believe in his/her skills in arithmetic but may
lack that self-efficacy in geometry, for example. In addition, efficacy beliefs are assumed to
also vary in level (i.e., level of task demand), strength (weak or strong), and specificity
(generality; Bandura, 1997, p. 42). Specificity, which we will focus upon in more detail in this
chapter, refers to the generality of self-efficacy beliefs—that is, a student can hold high efficacy
beliefs in her capabilities in academic skills in general or hold high self-efficacy only in certain
contexts or tasks. Bandura (1997) theorized that efficacy beliefs differ at three levels of
specificity: general, intermediate, and specific. The general level refers to beliefs about one’s

capabilities in general and can refer either to general academic efficacy beliefs, such as “I’'m
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sure I can perform well at school,” or to general beliefs in a certain skill area, such as “I’m sure
I can perform well in reading.” The intermediate level refers to beliefs regarding certain
competencies or subskills, such as “I’m sure I can write a novel.” The most specific level refers
to beliefs in one’s capability to perform a particular task, such as “I’m sure I can read this text.”
Correspondingly, people have varying beliefs about their capabilities, for example, in reference
to math in general, certain math competencies, or specific math tasks (e.g. Bong & Hocevar,
2002). Moreover, each of these beliefs is important to explore, as they may affect our
functioning and skill development differently (Pajares & Miller, 1995). Although the
conceptualization and methods of measurement of self-efficacy may affect its relationship to
achievement, this has received less attention in reading research, as we discuss in the following

section.

1.2.2 Measurement of reading self-efficacy

Self-efficacy research is more plentiful in other skill areas, such as in math and science than in
reading (Klassen & Usher, 2010). In reading studies, self-efficacy has been conceptualized in
various ways, both in relation to different specificity levels and to operationalizations that come
close to related constructs, such as self-concept. This somewhat complicates the integration of
prior research findings. In the following, we will look more closely at the ways in which self-
efficacy has been measured in prior studies in reading.

In most studies, children’s reading self-efficacy is assessed by operationalizing self-
efficacy as general-level beliefs in reading (e.g., Lee & Zentall, 2017; Smith et al., 2012).
Similarly, many reading motivation scales include subscales of self-efficacy in which self-
efficacy is conceptualized as general-level self-efficacy (e.g., self-efficacy subscales of MRQ,
Baker & Wigfield, 1999; YRMQ, Coddington & Guthrie, 2009). In some reading studies, self-
efficacy has been assessed more broadly, in terms of ASE (Galla et al., 2014; Mercer et al.,
2011), which refers to assessing whether students believe they are able to meet general
academic demands. In few studies, the focus has been on more specific-level beliefs in reading.
In these studies, students are asked to rate their confidence in tasks such as “Read one of your
textbooks” (Shell et al., 1995) or “Read out loud in front of class” (Carroll & Fox, 2017), which
can be understood to assess intermediate-level beliefs. Even fewer attempts have been made to
assess self-efficacy in relation to concrete reading tasks, that is, at the most specific level.

Schunk and Rice (e.g. 1991, 1993) conducted small-scale studies in which they asked students
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to rate their self-efficacy in correctly answering each reading comprehension question shown
to them.

As a result of the focus of the previous studies, our understanding of children’s self-
efficacy in reading seems to be based mostly on children’s general-level beliefs. This may
affect the interpretations that are made of reading self-efficacy, and therefore our understanding
of the role of self-efficacy in relation to reading development. First, the way how general self-
efficacy is operationalized has often strayed from the original theorization of self-efficacy
articulated by Bandura (1997). Self-efficacy has been operationalized as students’ perceived
competence (e.g., “I am good reader”), or the focus has been on social comparison (e.g., “I
learn more from reading than most students in the class™), rather than targeted future
capabilities and self-referent evaluations (e.g., “I can learn to read”) in line with the original
conceptualization of self-efficacy (Bong, 2006). These operationalizations partly overlap with
those of self-concept (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). Self-efficacy researchers have repeatedly
criticized the use of incongruent operationalizations that do not follow the theoretical
groundings of self-efficacy (Klassen & Usher, 2010; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). Although
self-efficacy and self-concept are closely related constructs and share many similarities, they
are found to differ even from the beginning of the first school year (McTigue et al., 2019) and
have some differences in the ways they affect learning (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003).

Second, it may be that not all children have well-formed beliefs of their general
capabilities in reading. Rather, when children were interviewed about their beliefs regarding
their capabilities as readers, they described their self-efficacy in relation to specific reading
situations (Guthrie et al., 2007). It is suggested that the more specific evaluations develop first,
and then, with increasing experience with texts and reading situations, these beliefs are later
integrated into more general views of one’s reading capabilities (Guthrie et al., 2007). In
addition, when students are asked about their reading capabilities in general, they may have
very different subskills of reading in mind, and these may differ from those assumed or
intended by the researchers. Children are found to recall their capabilities to read fluently (Butz
& Usher, 2015; Henk & Melnick, 1998) or their word-reading skills (Guthrie et al., 2007;
Klauda et al., 2020) rather than their reading comprehension skills when they have evaluated
their reading self-efficacy, whereas the outcome skill has often been reading comprehension
skills. Therefore, it may be that children’s self-efficacy evaluation and the outcome skill
assessed by researchers have not fully corresponded. This is something that might be

considered when interpreting the associations found between self-efficacy and reading skills.
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It is also possible that the variation with regard to the skills children have in mind when
responding is the reason for the finding that general beliefs seem to be more miscalibrated or
biased than more task-specific beliefs (Talsma et al., 2020).

We still have little understanding of whether children’s beliefs differ at the various
specificity levels, and whether and how the varying operationalizations affect our findings and
conclusions of the functional role of reading self-efficacy. Recent findings indicate that
children may have these varying beliefs about their capabilities from the age of 8 years onwards
(Peura, Viholainen, et al., 2019). That is, children may feel self-efficacious about their general
reading capabilities (i.e., “I’m certain I can learn to read faster”) but their intermediate-level
beliefs (i.e., “I’m certain I can read a book™) or their beliefs in specific reading tasks (i.e., “I’'m
certain I can read this text”), may be different. In the following, we discuss the possibilities for
how the specificity of self-efficacy may affect our interpretations of children’s reading self-

efficacy.

1.2.3 Gender- and age-related differences in reading self-efficacy

Differences in the strength of children’s self-efficacy have been studied especially in relation
to students’ gender and age. Gender differences have received more attention, and in reading
or, more broadly, in literacy activities, common assumption is that girls believe in their
capabilities in these activities more than boys (see Huang, 2013). However, the empirical
findings on gender differences show a more varied picture. Taking the studied specificity level
of self-efficacy into consideration may offer some explanations for these inconsistent findings.
Girls are found to have higher reading self-efficacy when general efficacy beliefs are assessed
(Smith et al., 2012; Wigfield & Guthrie, 1997), whereas when children’s specific efficacy
beliefs related to reading tasks are evaluated, differences between girls and boys are not
documented (Carroll & Fox, 2017; Piercey, 2013). One plausible explanation may be that
gender role stereotypes or expectations, such as that “reading is for girls” (Nowicki & Lopata,
2017), are more evident when students make general-level evaluations of their capabilities in
reading. In these kinds of evaluations, children may focus more on relative-ability comparisons,
rather than when they make more specific evaluations of their capabilities in specific reading
tasks. It may also be that general-level evaluations are more influenced by whether one likes
reading overall. When all three specificity levels were studied together, differences between
boys and girls were not found either on the general or specific levels, but quite unexpectedly,

boys had slightly higher intermediate-level self-efficacy in reading than girls (Peura,
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Viholainen, et al., 2019). This finding favoring boys may relate to the fact that the intermediate
level targeted self-efficacy in recreational reading activities and in digital reading (e.g., reading
on the internet), which may be contexts boys spent more time with and may thus feel more
self-efficacious in.

Overall, differences between girls and boys are still found to be small. Therefore, looking
at the individual variation across genders might extend our understanding of reading self-
efficacy might be more fruitful approach for comprehending mechanisms behind the
differences in reading self-efficacy. When the focus is on simple group differences, our
attention may be drawn away from more relevant individual differences. Researchers should
also be careful to interpret and translate findings to the public so as not to sustain and reinforce
unnecessary gender expectations related to reading, but rather to help to reduce them.
Continuous efforts on trying to identify risk factors that may expose children to low beliefs in
their capabilities, and especially those factors on which we can and should place special
emphasis in educational practices, are needed.

Children may evaluate their reading self-efficacy differently at varying ages. The few
findings considering age-related differences have been inconsistent, possibly due to the varying
operationalization of reading self-efficacy. When children’s beliefs in specific reading tasks
are evaluated, older children are found to have higher self-efficacy than younger children
(Carroll & Fox, 2017; Peura, Viholainen, et al., 2019). Conversely, when general-level efficacy
beliefs in reading are assessed, an opposite pattern is found (Smith et al., 2012)—that is,
younger children have higher reading self-efficacy. These findings seem reasonable, as the
task-specific beliefs likely develop in tandem with the growing skills of children. General
beliefs, on the other hand, come close to more general views of oneself and seem to follow
observations of decline that are made in related constructs, such as in self-concept (Scherrer &
Preckel, 2019). Whether self-efficacy affects reading behaviors and skill development
differently at different age phases needs still to be researched. Recent findings underline the
importance of reading-related beliefs to reading performances from the first years of schoolings

(McTigue et al., 2019; Peura, Aro, et al., 2019).
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1.3 Relationships between Reading Self-Efficacy and Reading

Development

The well-known positive effects of high self-efficacy have also been documented in reading.
Students with high self-efficacy seem to put forth more effort and persistence in reading, spend
more time on reading activities, and read more for enjoyment than students with low beliefs
about their skills (Galla et al., 2014; Schiiller et al., 2017; Wigtfield & Guthrie, 1997; Lee &
Zentall, 2017). Furthermore, efficacy beliefs are found to directly relate to students’ reading
achievement among primary school children (Hornstra, et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2012). The
strength of this positive association between self-efficacy and reading skills has, however,
varied. Possible reasons for the varying findings may relate to the variation in the studied
subskill of reading as well as to the ways how self-efficacy has been operationalized. Looking
at these issues more closely may help to understand whether and how efficacy beliefs
contribute to reading development over time.

In the area of reading, more research on has focused on the relationship between self-
efficacy and reading comprehension than in this relationship with other subskills of reading.
Efficacy beliefs may, however, have a somewhat different role in different subskills of reading.
Among middle school and older students, self-efficacy is found to positively associate with
both reading fluency and reading comprehension (Ho & Guthrie, 2013; Mercer et al., 2011).
Among primary school students, we know less about this, but Carroll and Fox (2017) found
that efficacy beliefs linked positively to reading fluency, yet not to reading comprehension. It
also seems that the strength of the association somewhat varies between the subskills of
reading: the associations between self-efficacy and reading fluency are found to be rather
strong (Carroll & Fox, 2017; Peura, Aro, et al., 2019), whereas rather small associations
between self-efficacy and overall reading achievement have been documented (Liew et al.,
2008; Smith et al., 2012). It may be that younger students consider reading as the ability to read
quickly and fluently and may thus evaluate their reading self-efficacy in reference to their
capabilities in reading fluency, whereas older children consider reading more as the ability to
comprehend what is read. Further research is needed to elucidate age-related differences and
whether efficacy beliefs differently affect children’s reading performances in diverse reading
areas.

Another consideration in the relationship between self-efficacy and skills relates to the

ways self-efficacy is measured and operationalized. In general, more specific efficacy beliefs
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are found to show stronger relations to performance than more general efficacy beliefs (see
Talsma et al., 2018). Still, this issue has been little considered in reading. Piercey (2013)
showed that the relationship between reading self-efficacy and reading achievement is stronger
when they are assessed at corresponding specificity. Similarly, general reading self-efficacy
showed the weakest association with reading skills (Peura, Aro, et al., 2019). In longitudinal
studies, prior self-efficacy, rather surprisingly, has not been found to predict reading
development over time (Galla et al., 2014; Guthrie et al., 2007; Mercer et al., 2011), nor later
reading achievement (Lee & Zentall, 2017; Liew et al., 2008). In the aforementioned studies,
children’s general ASE or general reading self-efficacy was assessed. On the contrary, when
Lee and Jonson-Reid (2016) assessed children’s self-efficacy for specific reading tasks and
they found it to predict children’s later reading achievement. In a study, in which different
specificity levels of reading self-efficacy were assessed, the associations between self-efficacy
and reading development were found to vary according to the studied specificity level (Peura,
Aro, et al., 2019). That is, children’s intermediate-level beliefs, which referred to beliefs of
their capabilities for everyday reading activities, such as reading a book, positively predicted
reading fluency development, whereas general or specific beliefs did not. These findings
suggest that the differing empirical observations might be explained by the varying predictive
power of the diverse beliefs, in line with Bandura’s notions (1997).

These observations seem important for both theory and practice. They imply that more
emphasis should be placed on what kind of efficacy beliefs in reading are being measured. This
relates to the congruent operationalization of self-efficacy, as well as its correspondence for
the reading context under study. Studying reading self-efficacy in various ways may reveal an
enriched understanding of how self-efficacy interacts with reading behaviors and
performances. Teachers and practitioners should be aware and observant of this variation in
beliefs; children’s general beliefs of their reading capabilities might not tell the whole story of
their reading self-efficacy.

1.4 Development of reading self-efficacy

As efficacy beliefs are known to be important in reading skill development, knowledge of how
these beliefs evolve and change seems essential. Efficacy beliefs are considered to be rather
malleable perceptions of one’s capabilities which change more easily than other related self-

beliefs, such as self-concept (Bandura, 1997; Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). It is likely that changes
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in these beliefs happen in childhood (Bandura, 1997), when skills develop rapidly. In general,
children are found to become more self-efficacious of their capabilities over time (e.g.,
Hornstra et al., 2016). As efficacy beliefs are closely related to the skills of a learner, it seems
reasonable that when skills develop, confidence in one’s skills also increases. However,
contradictory findings exist, as a recent meta-analysis concluded that self-efficacy is stable
over time (Scherrer & Preckel, 2019), although the direction of change observed in self-
efficacy varied notably across the reviewed studies. Prior findings differ also in considering
the stability of children’s self-efficacy (cf. Phan & Ngu, 2016; Phan et al., 2018) as well as in
considering the shape patterns in which self-efficacy is found to change (e.g. linear, non-linear)
(cf. Hornstra et al., 2016; Phan, 2012). This variability in the findings suggests that children
may differ in how their self-efficacy change and develops.

Thus far, little research has considered how efficacy beliefs related to reading change.
Schober et al. (2018) studied change in secondary school students’ reading self-efficacy over
a year and found that students became more self-efficacious of their reading capabilities over
the study period. Likewise, Peura et al. (2021) found that primary school children’s reading
self-efficacy, in general, increased over a year. Interestingly, when also variability in changes
in reading self-efficacy was considered with a person-centered approach, four different
trajectories of change emerged over a follow-up period of one year (Peura et al., 2021). The
findings showed that all children do not follow the same patterns of changes in their reading
self-efficacy; rather, some children become more self-efficacious over time; whereas others
lower their self-efficacy. Most of the children were on a positive learning cycle where they
hold high self-efficacy which further increased over time. Some children had lower initial
levels of self-efficacy, but their beliefs in their capabilities increased over time. Another group
of children held rather high and relatively stable self-efficacy over the year. On the other hand,
some children had low initial self-efficacy, and they were found to end up having even lower
beliefs in their capabilities over time. These observations of the variability in self-efficacy
development follow the findings in related research of self-concept in literacy, in which
children’s self-concept development is found to follow different trajectories of change through
the school years (Archambault et al., 2010).

Focusing more on the heterogeneity in self-efficacy development could enrich the
understanding of how self-efficacy changes. In this way understanding of the individual
processes in development and the individual reciprocal interactions in which self-efficacy is

theorized to develop in social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997) could be gained. Some students
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seem to be more vulnerable to losing their reading self-efficacy, and increasing understanding
of this variability could help to identify those children who are most in need of support and to
design individualized support for their self-efficacy. Applying person-centered approaches
(Howard & Hoffman, 2018) could help to capture this variability in the ways how reading self-

efficacy fluctuates.

1.4.1 Experiences that build reading self-efficacy

Efficacy beliefs are considered to form and change in a process of triadic reciprocity between
environmental, personal, and behavioral influences (Bandura, 1997). Four information sources
are especially essential in self-efficacy development: mastery experiences, verbal persuasions,
vicarious experiences, and physiological and emotional states (Bandura, 1997). These
experiences are considered context dependent; that is, mastery experiences in science are likely
to raise confidence particularly in science. It has also been found that the experiences students
use as their source of self-efficacy somewhat vary between skill areas (Butz & Usher, 2015;
Usher et al., 2019). Thus far, sources of self-efficacy have been studied rather little in reading
contexts. In the following, the four sources, and the current understanding of their role in
building students’ reading self-efficacy, are introduced.

Mastery experiences—that is, interpretations of past experiences as successes—have
consistently shown to have the most powerful effect on one’s self-efficacy (see Byars-Winston
et al., 2017; Usher & Pajares, 2008). This seems to also be true in reading, where the most
frequently reported efficacy-building experiences are found to be students’ successful
experiences in reading (Butz & Usher, 2015). Children have described that their own
performances—that is, being able to read difficult words and/or challenging parts of a story—
inform them whether they are efficacious in reading (Guthrie et al., 2007). Experiences of
mastery in reading are found to be essential also in shaping children’s self-efficacy
development. Children who experienced high levels of mastery in reading are found to become
more self-efficacious in their capabilities in reading over time (Peura et al., 2021). On the
contrary, those children who lost their confidence in their own capabilities in reading
experienced less mastery in reading (Peura et al., 2021).

Verbal persuasions, such as positive feedback and encouragements from parents,
teachers, and peers, also build students’ confidence in their own skills in reading (Butz &
Usher, 2015; Guthrie et al., 2007). Verbal persuasions are suggested to be especially important

in the early phases of skill development (Bandura, 1997). When children are acquiring new
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skills and at the same time forming beliefs about their capabilities, they may be especially
sensitive to the feedback and social support they receive with regard to their skills. At this
stage, children experiencing that they receive less of this kind of support seems to be harmful.
In reading, experienced lack of feedback and support from significant others (teacher, parents,
peers) and, more importantly, the loss of this support over time is found to relate to children’s
decreasing self-efficacy over time (Peura et al., 2021. These findings underline the importance
of continuous and explicit social support for learning from teachers and parents.

Vicarious experiences—that is, observing others performing well, such as peers and
teachers—informs students of their own capabilities as well. The influence of social models is
assumed to be especially important when students have low confidence or little experience in
the task in question (Bandura, 1997). However, in meta-analyses, this source has been found
to be related only weakly or not at all to students’ self-efficacy (see Byars-Winston et al., 2017).
Still, rather little is known of the role of this source in reading. Butz and Usher (2015) found
that students with high self-efficacy reported vicarious experiences in reading more often than
students with low self-efficacy. In younger children, children who reported fewer vicarious
experiences over time decreased in confidence in their own capabilities in reading over the year
(Peura et al., 2021). To ensure that all children could experience positive reading models, more
knowledge of whom children perceive as vicarious models in reading would be needed. For
low-performing children, coping models may be especially beneficial (Pajares, 2006).

Interpretations of physiological and emotional states, such as anxiety, tension, stress
reactions, or joy, also affect students’ self-efficacy. Strong negative emotional reactions (such
as anxiety) are likely interpreted as a sign of incapability, but we still have rather little
understanding of the role of this source in reading. Butz and Usher (2015) found that students
reported few physiological and emotional experiences in reading, and these experiences did
not differ between low- and high-self-efficacy students. When students were explicitly asked
to rate their level of reading-related negative arousals (Peura et al., 2021) or were asked about
their feelings while reading a challenging book (Klauda et al., 2020), some expressed high
negative arousal toward reading or stated that they were nervous while reading. Negative
arousal in reading situations was found to relate also to lower beliefs of one’s reading
capabilities (Peura et al., 2021). Conversely, those students who reported little and, over time,
diminishing negative arousal in reading became more confident of their own reading
capabilities over a year. The role of negative emotions, such as anxiety, for learning and self-

efficacy has been acknowledged, especially in mathematics (Sorvo et al., 2017; see also
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Barroso et al., 2020). Recent findings indicate that anxiety can also be specific to reading
(Ramirez et al., 2019). If a child feels anxious during reading, it may hamper learning in various
ways—for example, by loading working memory and hindering concentration and
engagement, which may make the child feel that she/he is less capable of learning. Reducing
negative arousals in reading situations calls for sensitive practices and the creation of a safe

atmosphere for all kind of emotions to be expressed.

1.5 Intervening Children’s Reading Self-Efficacy through the Four

Sources

Given the importance and positive effects of children’s ASE for their learning and reading
activities, it is essential to ask how reading self-efficacy can be supported, and whether self-
efficacy can be promoted by providing experiences and support through the four sources of
self-efficacy as proposed in social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997). In general, interventions
targeting self-efficacy are found to be effective and gain change in reading self-efficacy (Unrau
et al., 2018). In their meta-analysis Unrau et al. (2018) found that interventions that targeted
two or three of the theorized sources of self-efficacy were more effective to change self-
efficacy than those that targeted only one source or other issues (such as learning goals).
However, none of the reviewed studies targeted all four theorized sources of self-efficacy. In
addition, the way how self-efficacy was measured was found to affect the changes revealed in
self-efficacy: ASE assessed with regard to specific reading contexts and tasks were more
sensitive to change than general beliefs (Unrau et al., 2018). Most of the included studies
assessed ASE or related constructs (such as self-concept), and reading self-efficacy was
explicitly assessed in a few studies. In the following, we will present findings of an intervention
study that targeted reading self-efficacy by explicitly supporting the four sources of self-
efficacy (see Aro et al., 2018) in more detail as, to our knowledge, this is the first intervention
study to target the four sources of reading self-efficacy.

The reading self-efficacy intervention focused on primary school children from Grade
levels 2 to 5, who participated in a 12-week self-efficacy intervention targeting both self-
efficacy and reading fluency. This “self-efficacy group” was contrasted with the “skill group”,
which received intervention focused solely on reading fluency support. Children with
difficulties in reading were selected for the intervention, as children who constantly struggle

with their learning seem to be more vulnerable to decreased motivation and low beliefs in their
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skills (Klassen, 2007). They may also have less positive efficacy-building experiences
(Paananen et al., 2019; Usher & Pajares, 2008). In addition, the beliefs of low-performing
children are likely challenging to intervene in, as difficulties in reading tend to be permanent
(Torppa et al., 2015) and views of oneself tend to maintain.

Children in the self-efficacy intervention were explicitly provided positive experiences
of the four theorized sources of self-efficacy (for a more detailed description of the
intervention, see Aro et al., 2018). To provide mastery experiences, individually challenging
but reachable tasks adapted to each child’s skill level were used. Mastery experiences were
further supported by directing children’s attention to their own improvement and recognizing
the improvement by providing concrete visual feedback of the progress and improvement
during training. The aim was to help the child to interpret the learning experiences as
experiences of mastery in reading, which was further supported by the feedback that was given
by the teacher and peers. Accordingly, to provide verbal persuasion, positive, explicit,
systematic, and concrete feedback was given on each child’s practice, effort, and particularly
on improvement. Feedback was given for improvement connected to the ability to learn and
for the effort and persistence during learning. Vicarious experiences were assured with working
groups of peers with an equal level of reading, and children’s attention was focused on the
improvements of others and peer feedback (mastery and coping models). Moreover, children
were encouraged to compare their performance to their own previous performance, not to the
performance or improvements of other children. Emotional and psychological states were
considered by making these emotions visible by naming them, discussing learning-related
emotions through stories, and encouraging children’s own observations and comments on their
reading performance, emotions, and practice. In addition, opportunities to express feelings
toward practice were provided. Reading self-efficacy interventions have rarely explicitly
targeted emotional experiences. Emotional arousals may, however, remain unnoticed in normal
teaching procedures—Ilikely unintentionally. Teachers are found to acknowledge students’
negative emotions and failure expressions, by giving them inexplicit positive feedback (“Yes,
you can”) rather than explicitly discussing the reasons behind these expressions (Vehkakoski,
2020). Therefore, specific attempts to focus and give time to the learning-related affective
arousals and the interpretation children give to these experiences may be needed. Especially if
the child subsequently struggles with learning and performs poorly in comparison to

classmates, it may be hard to see one’s own progress, which may evoke negative emotions.
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Most importantly, children receiving explicit self-efficacy support improved more in
their self-efficacy than the group receiving only skill support (for more details, see Aro et al.,
2018). In addition, the change in self-efficacy accounted for significant variation in reading
fluency gains during the intervention only in the self-efficacy group, although children in both
groups improved in their reading fluency. The findings thus implied that supporting motivation
and reading skills together can have benefits in comparison to targeting merely the skills of a
learner. This may be especially true for the struggling readers. Accordingly, improvement only
in achievement may not be enough to yield positive changes in self-efficacy, at least during the
limited observation period. The skill improvement may not transfer to the experiences of
mastery automatically if the child has not experienced that he/she has improved. Rather,
children seem to benefit from specific attempts to provide concrete evidence and feedback of
children’s progress that enables them to see their progress and improvement, as well as helps
them to link the amount of effort to that improvement. These kinds of supports can help
children to see both their skills and their beliefs in their skills as malleable and challenge their
views of themselves. Teachers’ sensitivity to the interpretation children give of learning
experiences as well as to their affective arousals in learning situations is essential in providing
this support. Children with high self-efficacy are found to benefit also from reading skill
support more (Ronimus et al., 2020). High efficacy beliefs may help children to see and recall
their progress, and also to interpret their achievements as successes, which may boost them to

achieve further.

1.6 Future Considerations in Reading Self-Efficacy Research

Although the understanding of the role of reading self-efficacy in children’s reading
development is continuously increasing, some caveats have remained. One such issue is the
individual processes of how self-efficacy functions in learning and the individual experiences
children gather in their learning environments. As discussed earlier, a person-centered
approach may be one way to enhance understanding of the individual processes and the ways
self-efficacy affects reading behaviors and skill development. Children may also be differently
responsive to self-efficacy support. Some children may have low reading skills but high self-
efficacy to use the skills, whereas others may not struggle with the reading skills but more with
their confidence in using their reading skills. These two groups of children would likely need

different kinds of support and benefit from different kinds of interventions.
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Individual differences also relate to the miscalibration of self-efficacy (Hattie, 2013;
Klassen, 2007): that is, children may be excessively under- or overconfident of their skills.
Some students may have low reading skills but still hold high beliefs about their skills, or vice
versa. For such students, the association between beliefs and skills might be negative. Thus,
although in general the relation between self-efficacy and reading skill is positive, the average
association may mask important individual variation in this relationship. The effects of
miscalibration on children’s performance and learning in reading are largely unknown.
Miscalibration may also offer one explanation for the finding that, despite the overall positive
effects of reading self-efficacy interventions, all children are not found to improve their reading
self-efficacy during interventions (Aro et al., 2018; Unrau et al., 2018). For overconfident
students, which low-performing students are particularly likely to be, the mere improvement
in beliefs may not even be a desirable outcome. Some children might actually benefit more
from better calibrated—that is, more realistic—beliefs and observations of their reading
performances, rather than higher efficacy beliefs. Overly optimistic beliefs can be harmful if
they lead to maladaptive learning behaviors, such as lack of effort and persistence. Whether
aims to support self-efficacy can help students to better calibrate their self-efficacy has been
rarely explored. While the benefits of high self-efficacy have received the most attention in the
self-efficacy literature, researchers’ understanding of what is the most adaptive level of self-
efficacy that enables children to use their potential in reading and cultivates their learning,
motivation, and overall well-being still needs fine-tuning.

Efficacy beliefs seem to influence reading development from early on. Still,
understanding of how early these beliefs actually develop and how they form is limited.
Increasing comprehension of the early reading-related experiences and on how children gather
these experiences from their environments—that is, how they select, weight, and integrate the
experiences—could help us to better design targeted support to provide positive experiences
related to reading. Advancing understanding of for whom the experiences are particularly
beneficial and needed, could help us in this effort. For example, children with learning
difficulties might especially need individualized support to have access to positive source
experiences (Paananen et al., 2019). Enriched understanding of how apt children are overall in
changing their beliefs, and how quickly changes—for example, in pedagogical practices
(differentiated tasks, supportive feedback)—change children’s experiences and self-appraisals

could be gained with more intensive data collection (e.g., time series, experience sampling).
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At the moment, changes in learning environments, such as new technology-enhanced
learning environments and distance learning, challenge the ways educators monitor learning,
give feedback to students, and support their learning. For example, students’ failure expressions
and emotional reactions may remain unnoticed in these environments. On the other hand, these
environments can open up new opportunities for support, as the adaptive environments, for
example, often enable monitoring of the individual learning process better, which creates
opportunities for increased individual feedback. The ideas of social cognitive theory could be
used in implementing support for learning and motivation in these environments. Among adult
learners, self-efficacy support in online learning environments is found to be beneficial for their
learning (Huang et al., 2020). Learning and reading in these environments is continuously
increasing. As young readers navigate online environments, they also need support for their

motivation and confidence.

1.7 Conclusions

In the first years of school, positive beliefs about one’s capabilities as a reader seem to boost
for better reading performance. This implies that educators should be attentive to children’s
beliefs and aim to identify those children who already have low confidence in their skills at the
beginning of schooling. In this chapter, we emphasized the idea that a closer look at how
reading self-efficacy is measured can help us understand the variation in children’s efficacy
beliefs as well as their functional role in reading. To get better insights into the fluctuations in
children’s beliefs in the moment as well as over their development, we should try to capture
the very beliefs that come into play in reading situations. Social cognitive theory works well
as a standpoint to design support for struggling readers. Providing positive learning experiences
through the four sources of self-efficacy is a beneficial way to support children’s beliefs. An
increased understanding of the variation in children’s experiences could help us to understand
how children respond to pedagogical practices and what kind of support is most beneficial,
both for reading development and for children’s self-efficacy. Researchers and practitioners
need to continue studying how to best support young readers, as children’s beliefs can either

engage or disengage them toward reading activities.
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