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Abstract 

Over the past 2 decades, scholars in various educational contexts have examined Bandura’s (1997) 

theorizing about how self-efficacy develops. Bandura proposed 4 primary informational sources of 

self-efficacy—enactive experiences, vicarious experiences, social persuasions, and physiological 

and affective states—each of which can be supported in different ways. This article first defines and 

situates self-efficacy and these sources within a broader social cognitive theoretical frame. 

Subsequent sections highlight specific ways that educators can apply insights from Bandura’s 

theorizing and from the empirical literature that has examined self-efficacy development at different 

stages of learning and in diverse contexts. We address how educators can create instructional tasks 

that show progress, establish supportive social structures, and work with students’ emotions in ways 

that foster self-efficacy. Special attention is given to the sociocultural factors that affect how 

learners evaluate efficacy-relevant information. Several directions for further applying Bandura’s 

theory are offered.  
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Supporting Self-Efficacy Development From Primary School to the Professions: 

A Guide for Educators 

As learners face the variety of academic tasks before them, they often ask, “Can I do this?” 

Their answer reflects some level of certainty or doubt about their personal capabilities, or their self-

efficacy. Such judgments are made during formal learning (Can I divide fractions?) and informal 

learning (Can I play this Taylor Swift song on the guitar?). Learners make broad judgments about 

what they can achieve (Can I be an excellent surgeon?) and specific judgments about their 

capability to manage their learning (Can I motivate myself to study for Friday’s exam instead of 

spending time on social media?).  

Albert Bandura dedicated at least one-third of his life to writing about the ways in which 

people’s beliefs about their personal capabilities are strong predictors of what they accomplish and 

the paths their lives take. His social cognitive theory situates the learner as an agent of their own 

development, endowed with the capacity to reflect, self-regulate, and yes, even self-sabotage. Self-

efficacy, from Bandura’s view, is a key source of motivation because, “unless people believe that 

they can produce desired effects by their actions, they have little incentive to act” (Bandura, 1997, 

pp. 2-3). In fact, Bandura devoted an entire book to the topic in which he provided compelling 

arguments about the ways in which self-efficacy guides cognition, affect, motivation, and behavior 

in all spheres of life from school to health to the workplace. Few psychological constructs have 

been as consistent at predicting educational outcomes as self-efficacy. We therefore hope the reader 

agrees with his basic premise that self-efficacy is among the worthwhile targets of education.  

Fortunately, Bandura (1997) provided a rich description of how self-efficacy develops 

through four primary sources of influence, which researchers have since investigated in a variety of 

settings. The results provide an evidence-based framework for educators who wish to support not 

only learners’ skill development, but also the beliefs needed to put acquired skills to effective use. 



 
SUPPORTING SELF-EFFICACY  4 

Drawing from his theorizing and the empirical literature that has examined it, we provide practical 

tips for educators about how to support learners’ self-efficacy. Before educators influence self-

efficacy, though, they must first understand how to evaluate it.  

Evaluating Learners’ Self-Efficacy 

 Bandura (1997) defined self-efficacy as a judgment of one’s personal capability to perform 

designated tasks successfully. Gauging learners’ self-efficacy levels can help educators tailor their 

instructional activities in ways that support learners’ developing skills and confidence. How can 

self-efficacy be gauged? Educators must ask learners how capable they feel to perform the tasks 

required for success. Of course, “success” in any discipline requires a constellation of underlying 

proficiencies such as content mastery, self-regulation, communication, reasoning, and social skills, 

each of which involves numerous subtasks. A learner might feel more capable in one area than 

another, so educators should assess learners’ self-efficacy in specific areas. 

Learners also have different levels of self-efficacy for performing the same task under 

different conditions (e.g., high vs. low stakes, individual vs. group work, situational constraints).  

Self-efficacy can also change across time; thus, assessing self-efficacy at different time points can 

offer useful information. Learners at different developmental stages may also vary in their ability to 

assess their capabilities, particularly when the skills needed for success are unfamiliar or complex.  

In general, to create an assessment of learners’ self-efficacy, it is helpful to begin with the 

target learning outcome (What do I want learners to be able to do? What are the subskills involved?) 

and then to craft questions or statements in response to which learners rate their self-efficacy. 

Figure 1 provides some examples of self-efficacy items used in different contexts. Inferring 

learners’ self-efficacy from their behaviors, on the other hand, can be unreliable. The supplemental 

resources at the end of this article provide further guidance.  
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Bandura’s Theory of Self-Efficacy Development 

Where does self-efficacy come from? What do learners rely on when making judgments 

about what they can and cannot do? Bandura (1997) proposed that individuals construct their sense 

of personal efficacy by interpreting information from 4 primary informational sources—enactive 

experiences, vicarious experiences, social persuasions, and physiological and affective states. We 

summarize his theorizing on these 4 informational sources next. 

Enactive Experiences 

When learners begin to assess their capabilities for success, they tend to ask themselves, 

Have I succeeded (or struggled) at this before? If they can draw on previous successes (i.e., mastery 

experiences), they are more likely to believe that they can be successful. Conversely, if they have 

little direct experience from which to draw or are reminded of previous failures, they are likely to 

doubt their capabilities. Although this relationship may seem simple on the surface, the mechanisms 

through which learners perceive and interpret their direct experiences are complex. For instance, of 

two learners who answer 85% of the test questions correctly, one may feel masterful while another 

may consider it a poor performance. Factors such as task difficulty, perceived effort required, 

whether the task was self-selected or externally imposed, the stakes at hand, and peers’ 

performances can affect how learners appraise their experiences. Experiences perceived as 

successful have a strong, positive effect on self-efficacy. 

Vicarious Experiences 

In many cases, learners must judge their capabilities for performing tasks that they have 

never or rarely tried. Under such conditions, watching how others perform helps them make 

inferences about their own capabilities. Indeed, one hallmark of social cognitive theory is that much 

learning happens vicariously. During the early phases of learning, seeing others perform a task 

successfully can be especially convincing (e.g., “If they can do it, I can too.”). As learners gain 
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more direct experience in a domain, they may shift their attention to how their own performance 

compares to others’ (e.g., “I must be a capable reader because I am always the first among my peers 

to finish reading assignments.”).  

Social Persuasions 

Evaluative or persuasive messages can also influence learners’ self-beliefs. These messages 

may come through formal feedback (e.g., “What a creative, well-crafted essay”) or less formal 

remarks (e.g., “It took you a while to complete the task today”). Social messages can be especially 

“sticky” during the early phases of skill development or when learners are facing difficulties. 

Learners’ expectations, fears, and past experiences can affect how they interpret social messages. 

Social status can matter too. For example, messages from educators in positions of power (e.g., field 

supervisors, mentors) can have a profound impact on learners’ self-efficacy. As with direct 

experiences, messages that are confidence-building to some may be crushing to others. 

Physiological and Affective States 

Learners partly judge their capabilities from their bodily reactions and feelings as they 

perform tasks. Physiological and emotional states (e.g., feeling calm in class, a racing heart rate 

during an exam) may be taken as signs of impending success or failure. Strong, unpleasant physical 

manifestations (sweating, trembling) may be difficult to ignore, making some learners feel 

incapable of exercising control over their actions. Still, learners differ in the extent to which they 

interpret their physiological and affective states as signs of higher or lower capability.  

Combinatory Effects 

The informational sources described above rarely affect self-efficacy independently. People 

give more or less weight to certain sources of information depending on personal and environmental 

circumstances (Usher & Pajares, 2008). Educators can play an instrumental role in this process by 

supporting learners skill development, optimizing the social environment of learning, and attending 
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to learners’ interior lives. We next offer recommendations related to each of these areas of potential 

influence.  

Educator Behaviors That Support Learners’ Growth 

1. Reflect on successes and emphasize progress. Success and progress help learners feel capable. 

Designating time for reflection on growth helps learners recognize their progress (Aro et al., 

2018). Likewise, becoming aware of how learners reflect on their past performances can help 

educators redirect attributions that may lower motivation and engagement (e.g., “I was 

successful because I got lucky”; “I missed those problems because I just can’t do math”). This is 

especially important when learners make slower progress than their peers or have difficulty 

noticing improvement. Acknowledging learners’ effort and growth can draw their attention to 

personal progress and away from normative goals.  

2. Help people learn from challenges and failures. Failures and setbacks are an inevitable part of 

learning. Educators can help learners frame mistakes as opportunities to learn and improve 

(Marks & Chase, 2019; Simpson et al., 2020). They can remind learners that challenges during 

skill acquisition is normal. Experiencing and overcoming moderate difficulties can offer an 

enduring boost to self-efficacy. Shielding learners from the possibility of failure or shaming 

them for their missteps can undermine this process. Self-efficacy sustained only by success is 

poorly equipped for adversity. 

3. Design attainable learning tasks but provide “stretch” opportunities. Self-efficacy is 

supported when learners see evidence of progress and mastery. Unattainable goals can 

undermine self-efficacy (Fong & Krause, 2014). If a student with reading difficulties is asked to 

read a long book, they might experience frustration and doubt. On the other hand, work that is 

too easy or that has little apparent value (“busy work”) rarely makes students feel more capable. 

Designing learning tasks that are achievable with effort and that highlight the learner’s progress 
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can support a sense of mastery and encourage ongoing effort. Mixing in challenging tasks can 

stretch learners’ skills and goals. Success reveals their readiness for new stages of growth and 

boost self-efficacy. Difficulty signals the need for additional instruction and practice.  

4. Support self-regulation skills. Success in most if not all academic endeavors requires that 

learners self-regulate: they must plan and monitor their academic work, manage time 

effectively, and reflect on what strategies they need to implement. Weaknesses in self-

regulatory skills can undermine self-efficacy and lead to learning deficits (Panadero et al., 

2017). Educators can support learners’ self-regulatory skill development by structuring lessons 

clearly, providing regular feedback on student work, and scheduling opportunities for learners to 

plan, self-assess, and reflect. Supporting self-regulation can help learners take control over their 

own learning, which can bolster their self-efficacy in other academic areas. 

5. Provide scaffolded support when the learning curve is steep. The quality and timing of 

applied learning experiences can also affect self-efficacy. For example, learners who are pushed 

into a professional internship without adequate preparation could experience early failures that 

have detrimental effects on self-efficacy and career longevity. Well-scaffolded experiences with 

opportunities for feedback and reflection are more likely to provide evidence of personal 

growth. Preservice teachers build self-efficacy by practicing new teaching skills with peers 

before entering real classrooms (Gurvitch & Metzler, 2009). Medical students refine clinical 

skills by practicing in low-stakes settings, such as learning in simulated environments (Dalwood 

et al., 2020). When they are new to a field, learners may look to mentors and other proficient 

models to evaluate their competence and gain the knowledge and skills necessary to improve 

(Young et al., 2012). The transition from knowledge acquisition to effective practice-based 

implementation can be guided by those who have already made the journey.  
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6. Encourage learners who struggle. Students who have learning disabilities or who struggle to 

succeed may doubt their capabilities in part because they have fewer positive academic 

experiences. Teachers can cultivate opportunities for mastery by differentiating their instruction 

and supporting skill development (García & de Caso, 2006). Portfolio approaches and feedback 

opportunities that emphasize personal improvement can help focus learners’ attention on their 

own growth rathern than how they compare with others (Peura et al., 2021).  

Social Environments That Support Self-Efficacy 

1. Provide diverse models of success. Social models can help learners expand their notion of 

what is possible. Seeing the accomplishments of others (e.g., parents, peers, educators, media 

figures) exposes learners to a variety of academic and career pathways and can enhance 

observers’ beliefs in their own capabilities. As a young girl on a popular ad for an afterschool 

mentorship program says, “If I can see it, I can be it.” As theorized, models perceived as similar 

wield more influence on observers’ self-efficacy (Shin et al., 2016). Therefore, educators should 

look for ways that learners can “see” themselves through others by incorporating models of 

diverse identities and backgrounds into instructional experiences (Gladstone & Cimpian, 2021). 

Opportunities for learners to expand their network of social models through professional 

interactions (e.g., internships, conferences, career fairs, invited speakers) can offer additional 

efficacy-building information (Chen et al., 2023). 

2. Show models who struggle but succeed. Watching someone succeed at a difficult task on the 

first try and with minimal effort provides little inspiration. Seeing exemplars who have achieved 

success through coping and perseverance can help learners more readily to envision themselves 

doing the same (J. N. Ahn et al., 2019; Schunk & Hanson, 1989). Learners who struggle may 

especially benefit from exposure to models who have faced similar obstacles but overcame them 

(Schunk & Pajares, 2002).  
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3. Minimize competitive learning structures. Competitive climates with a heightened focus on 

social comparison may increase stress and anxiety (Posselt & Lipson, 2016). Conversely, 

communal learning environments in which students learn with and from one another to 

accomplish shared goals can minimize comparisons that breed insecurity and self-doubt 

(Dasgupta et al., 2022). Educators who create a supportive learning environment centered on 

personal and collective growth help learners focus on their own progress.   

4. Send messages that are specific and sincere. Messages intended to support self-efficacy are 

most powerful when they are sincere, specific, and not overly critical of performance (Morris et 

al., 2017; van de Ridder et al., 2015). It is more effective to focus on the tools one needs to 

improve than to emphasize deficits. Educators must be tactful when critiquing student work, 

keeping the needs and developmental level of the learner in mind. On the other hand, “sugar-

coating” or downplaying concerns to protect a student’s ego may come across as inauthentic and 

increase self-doubt. The social position of the messenger and recipient can sometimes mean that 

feedback is perceived as more critical than it was intended. Inviting the learner to be involved in 

planning their response to feedback can help both parties communicate clearly and establish 

shared goals (Griffiths et al., 2023). In trusting supervisory or mentoring relationships, 

educators can explore with learners the style of feedback that is most effective for their 

motivation and learning (Mills et al., 2023).  

5. Be sensitive to learners’ interpretations. When judging what they can do academically, 

learners attend to information in the social environment in different ways. Some evidence shows 

that learners who have been historically minoritized in an area (e.g., women in engineering) may 

be more attuned to information conveyed via social models or messages from others, 

particularly others whom they perceive as similar (Chen et al., 2023; Hurtado et al., 2009). 

However, educators should not assume that all individuals from a particular group will respond 
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to social cues in the same way (see Butz & Usher, 2015). Educators should remain aware of the 

different ways in which learners respond to input from the social environment.   

6. Consider power and privilege. Most educational institutions replicate the dominant structures 

of power and privilege in society. Educators are in positions of authority and power over 

students. However, social class, race, ethnicity, gender, and religion also play a role in the 

power dynamics of learning. Social positionality and the sociocultural environment can 

influence the impact of interpersonal exchanges (H. S. Ahn et al., 2016). Establishing trust and 

belonging among members of the learning environment can go a long way in fostering 

communications that support self-efficacy.  

The Interior Landscape of the Learner 

1. Pay attention to learners’ emotions. Reading learners’ emotional “landscape” can provide 

clues about their self-efficacy. Positive emotions might indicate that students believe they can 

do well, whereas strong negative emotions such as anxiety and stress likely point to self-doubt. 

The ultimate effect of physiological and emotional states on self-efficacy depends on how 

learners interpret them. Educators can help learners use stress-reduction techniques such as 

reframing negative emotional responses as a common part of learning rather than something to 

eliminate or avoid (Samuel & Warner, 2019).  

2. Encourage constructive self-talk. Learners who hold pessimistic beliefs about their 

capabilities may fear trying and avoid challenging tasks altogether. Ruminating on strong 

negative thoughts and fears can lower self-efficacy and lead to poor performance. Educators can 

help students quell their inner critics by engaging in constructive self-talk that refocuses 

attention on skill development and attainable goals. Guiding learners toward self-compassion 

can reduce negative emotions and support self-efficacy (Liao et al., 2021). Educators can help 
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students reduce negative self-talk and adopt a view of their ability as malleable (Haimovitz & 

Dweck, 2017). 

3. Use care when learners’ self-efficacy might be too high or too low. Educators often wonder 

how to manage underconfidence and overconfidence when they arise, as either can impair 

learning and motivation. Chronic self-doubt may lead learners to withdraw their effort, even 

when they are capable. Overconfidence can be harmful if it deters the learner from taking the 

necessary steps to improve (Destan & Roebers, 2015). Misalignment between actual ability and 

perceived capability can signify a self-protective mechanism that helps people avoid unpleasant 

emotions related to actual or feared incompetence. By specifying what learners are doing well 

and helping them discover areas in which they need to improve, educators can assist learners in 

calibrating their self-efficacy and skill (Gutierrez & Schraw, 2015).  

4. Normalize the struggle. Learning can at times feel overwhelming and isolating. Hearing stories 

of others’ experiences and difficulties helps bring adverse arousal into perspective, normalizing 

it and lessening its blow (Lin-Siegler et al., 2016). Sending the message that “you’re not alone” 

can prevent catastrophic thinking and keep negative emotions in check. Knowing that many 

others have found certain aspects of learning uncomfortable can make difficulties seem 

manageable and less threatening to one’s sense of efficacy.  

5. Talk through impostor feelings. When students enter unchartered learning territory, they 

sometimes suffer from a sense that everyone else is smarter (i.e., “impostor phenomenon,” 

Clance & O’Toole, 1987). Feelings of fraudulence can arise for any learner and are particularly 

common among those entering selective environments or spaces where people like them have 

been historically underrepresented. Learners who view themselves as “impostors” struggle to 

accept that they belong among those they perceive as bright and competent. They fear being 

discovered as incompetent. Reminding learners that many successful people have felt similarly 
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and emphasizing that their capabilities and qualifications have rightfully landed them in their 

learning environment can help their impostor feelings subside.  

6. Support self-efficacy under stereotype threat. The fear of confirming a stereotype about a 

group to which one belongs (i.e., stereotype threat; Aronson, 2002), especially one involving 

competence, can invoke debilitating stress that undermines self-efficacy and learning. Educators 

should not only examine their own implicit biases that may reinforce harmful stereotypes but 

also remain aware of social identity-threatening interactions happening in the learning 

environment. Highlighting students’ achievements and expressing belief in their abilities can 

help create a sense of psychological safety and mitigate threats when they arise. A robust sense 

of efficacy can provide a buffer against the negative effects of stereotypic cues in the learning 

environment (Deemer et al., 2014). 

Best Practices for Supporting Learners’ Self-Efficacy: Putting It All Together 

The tips above, though a good place to start, are not intended to be prescriptive. There is no 

“one-size-fits-all” approach to building self-efficacy. Learners differ in the ways they respond to 

any teaching practice, and those at different developmental levels interpret information differently. 

Skilled educators must first develop an understanding of who their students are and what they bring 

to the learning environment. If their efforts to support self-efficacy do not have the intended effect, 

the approach must be tailored to the learner’s individual needs. Strategies to support self-efficacy 

should also be catered to how learning occurs in a particular setting; learning happens in 

classrooms, labs, libraries, field settings, homes, communities, internships, and more.  

Educators can ensure that the environment enables learners to encounter a variety of 

efficacy-building opportunities. Indeed, intervention studies highlight the usefulness of targeting all 

four sources of self-efficacy (Huang et al., 2020; Unrau et al., 2018). Such findings lend support to 

Bandura’s (1997) theorizing that receiving supportive information about one’s efficacy from 
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multiple sources may provide a stronger indication of one’s capabilities than any single source of 

information alone (Aro et al., 2018). By contrast, interventions focused only on learning gains 

sometimes fail to change learners’ self-efficacy even though they produce the desired change in 

skills. In fact, the effectiveness of skill-building interventions on learning depends in part on 

learners’ self-efficacy (Koponen et al., 2021). This reinforces the central assumption we began with: 

Both competence and confidence are essential to long-term success. 

Further Exploring Bandura’s Theory 

Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory and the research inspired by it have shown that 

“people guide their lives by their beliefs of personal efficacy” (p. 3). Nevertheless, self-efficacy 

development in diverse educational and social contexts can be better understood. We briefly 

highlight 3 areas that could offer new insights for educational practice.  

First, humans must feel capable of developing social and technological systems that can 

sustain health and life on a planet with finite resources. Yet studies of self-efficacy and its sources 

have largely focused on core academic subject areas. Although this is necessary and worthwhile, we 

hope to see more research focused on how to change people’s beliefs in their capabilities to improve 

their lives and the lives of others through social and environmental change.  

Second, Bandura frequently described the need for collective action to achieve shared goals. 

Learning has become increasingly specialized, and no one holds absolute authority. Successful 

endeavors will require collaborative effort and a belief in the efficacy of individuals and groups. 

How might groups of learners develop a shared sense of what they can do collectively (i.e., a sense 

of collective efficacy)? In addition to investigating the development of individuals’ self-efficacy, 

researchers can begin to address the sources of collective efficacy in team-based endeavors.  

Third, to choose one’s life path and succeed in it while participating in an increasingly 

technology-mediated world filled with information and possibility requires a powerful ability to 
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self-regulate. Given mounting demands on their attention and time, how do learners develop 

competence and confidence in their self-regulatory skills? Research can help elucidate the role of 

educators in supporting learners’ beliefs in their capabilities to cope with life’s demands, manage 

their time, and put their skills to effective use.  

Conclusion 

Learners construct their sense of efficacy by interpreting what happens to them. Bandura 

offered a framework for how this sociocognitive interpretation process takes place. With a 

sympathetic understanding of how learner characteristics (e.g., developmental level, prior 

knowledge), the sociocultural context, and the learning climate play a role in self-efficacy 

development, educators will be well positioned to support learners. We hope that the tips outlined 

here serve as a helpful starting point. Translating these tips to actual practice depends on nothing 

less than the educator’s artistry. 

We are indebted to Albert Bandura for helping us improve our own self-efficacy in our 

personal and collective pursuits. We are eager to continue investigating his theorizing for years to 

come and to read the work of others who do so too. As we carry on in this work, as Al might say, 

“May the efficacy force be with us.” 
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Figure 1 

Sample Self-Efficacy Assessment for Learners in Different Contexts 

 

Note. Rating scale anchors are not depicted here but are recommended to help learners express their 

level of self-efficacy more precisely. 

 

 


