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REVIEWS






My heart sings at the sight of a book that is allowing us to talk and think hard about theory and is doing this in a way that isn’t about a vague, unintelligible theory/practice divide. The notion of good ‘grand theory’ throwing light on our lived experience is spot on, and this is exactly what this book sets out to do. To do this in a bitesize, digestible and enjoyable form means it is likely to achieve the gold standard outcome of impacting directly on practice.


Professor Samantha Twiselton, OBE, Emeritus Professor, Sheffield Hallam University


Neil takes a concept I thought I understood and made me realise there is so much more to know! His expertise is evident, but what really makes this book brilliant is the way he explains complex ideas in a way we can all understand. This is a must-read for teachers, leaders and anyone interested in properly understanding self-efficacy!


Sarah Cottinghatt, head of learning design, IRIS Connect


Gilbride presents Bandura’s self-efficacy theory in an accessible and clear way. Busy teachers will appreciate the relatable and practical examples and non-examples included throughout. The book balances theoretical rigour with practical application and will be of interest to any teacher or school leader wishing to enrich their practice.


Dr Anne Heavey, director of insights, Ambition Institute


It is a mystery why some psychological theories get more attention than others in education. For too long self-efficacy theory hasn’t taken centre stage. Based on the work of one of the most influential psychologists, and written by one of the sharpest minds in education, this book is everything and more that I hoped it would be. Simply put, absolutely everyone working in a school is going to benefit from reading this.


Bradley Busch, director of InnerDrive


This book is a vital resource for educators looking to connect research with the practicalities of the classroom. This book is an essential guide, bridging the gap between theory and real-world application, bringing Albert Bandura’s influential work on self-efficacy to life. Through relatable case studies and clear explanations, Dr Gilbride translates complex psychological ideas into strategies that can be implemented to support students’ resilience, motivation, and performance. Not only does this book capture Bandura’s lasting legacy, but it also encourages educators to reflect deeply on their own practice, helping both teachers and students thrive.


As someone who co-founded The Edu-Book Club, with a focus on making professional development both accessible and practical, I highly recommend this book. It is sure to become an invaluable tool for educators aiming to make a real difference in their classrooms.


Rhiannon Rainbow, co-author of The Edu-Book Club


I am more than happy to recommend this book to teachers and school leaders. Dr Gilbride has taken decades of Albert Bandura’s work and contextualised it into a concise volume that gives actionable advice to teachers and school leaders on developing their practice and strategy using insights from self-efficacy. I found the book particularly useful in providing a workable synthesis of how teachers can leverage both relationships and subject knowledge to support students in school and in illuminating the differences between self-efficacy and confidence or self-esteem. Furthermore, the description of practical ways schools might leverage an understanding of self-efficacy – in instruction, practice, and behaviour, laid out in theory and explored in case studies – makes this a book that you can dip in and out of and will keep coming back to.


Nick Wood, assistant head, curriculum and Pupil Premium lead at St Egwin’s CE Middle School, Evesham


In this book, Dr Neil Gilbride offers a practical, research-based guide to understanding and cultivating self-efficacy within an educational context. Masterfully connecting theory to practical application, the book provides a clear explanation of Bandura’s work, along with real-world case studies that demonstrate its relevance in everyday classroom settings. With accessible strategies and examples, this book empowers educators, leaders, and practitioners to unlock their potential, foster confidence, and harness the power of self-belief for success. A must-read for anyone seeking to apply the transformative power of self-efficacy in their work and lives.


Kathryn Morgan, teacher educator and workforce development



















To the very best humans I know. My son, Aneurin and my daughter, Evelina.
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SERIES FOREWORD



TOM SHERRINGTON





The idea for the In Action series was developed by John Catt’s Teaching WalkThrus team after we saw how popular our Rosenshine’s Principles in Action booklets proved to be. We realised that the same approach might support teachers to access the ideas of a range of researchers, cognitive scientists and educators. A constant challenge that we wrestle with in the world of teaching and education research is the significant distance between the formulation of a set of concepts and conclusions that might be useful to teachers and the moment when a teacher uses those ideas to teach their students in a more effective manner, thereby succeeding in securing deeper or richer learning. Sometimes so much meaning is lost along that journey, through all the communication barriers that line the road, that the implementation of the idea bears no relation to the concept its originator had in mind. Sometimes it’s more powerful to hear from a teacher about how they implemented an idea than it is to read about the idea from a researcher or cognitive scientist directly – because they reduce that distance; they push some of those barriers aside.


In our In Action series, the authors and their collaborative partners are all current or former teachers or school leaders close to the action in classrooms in real schools. Their strategies for translating their subjects’ work into practice bring fresh energy to a powerful set of original ideas in a way that we’re confident will support teachers with their professional learning and, ultimately, their classroom practice. In doing so, they are also paying their respects to the original researchers and their work. In education, as in so many walks of life, we are standing on the shoulders of giants. We believe that our selection of featured researchers and papers represents some of the most important work done in the field of education in recent times.


In this book, Dr Neil Gilbride does an incredible job applying our general In Action principles to the work of Albert Bandura, presenting ideas about self-efficacy that teachers will be able to apply immediately in their everyday practice. Neil’s professional work has encompassed numerous roles that have given him the all-important twin-track perspectives of teacher and researcher – perspectives that seem particularly important given the broad scope of Bandura’s work. When Neil presented this idea, I had not then heard of Bandura, and it seemed to me that the implications for teachers could be overwhelmingly wide and complex. However, Neil was persuasive in making the case for the importance of self-efficacy, focusing very much on the practical applications of Bandura’s conceptual framework, and I’ve thoroughly enjoyed filling in this particular and rather wide gap in my knowledge.


After reading the book I expect many teachers will have the same reaction as me: that sense that Neil has written something important and exciting, shining a light on a set of concepts that seem simultaneously to make absolute sense – almost to the point of seeming obvious – but that also have yet to be fully harnessed explicitly in their work. Neil’s framework of insights, case studies, reflections and analysis make for a highly readable book; each theoretical idea is never far from a practical scenario. My sense is that Bandura’s ideas, as presented here, deserve to be amplified very loudly across the profession because their potential impact is huge. They place learners right at the centre of their learning and give teachers practical tools that can harness their students’ capacity for self-efficacy to great effect.


Finally, in producing this series, we would like to acknowledge the significant influence of the researchED movement run by Tom Bennett that started in 2013. I was present at the first conference and, having seen the movement grow over the intervening years, I feel that many of us, including several In Action authors, owe a significant debt of gratitude to researchED for providing the forum where teachers’ and researchers’ ideas and perspectives can be shared. We are delighted, therefore, to be contributing a share of the royalties to researchED to support them in their ongoing non-profit work.






















FOREWORD



DR SAM CARR





There are two points about ‘theories’ I’d like to make in this short foreword. In the fields of education and psychology, we academics, students, and practitioners are presented with so many ‘theories’ that it can feel overwhelming and saturating at times. I know from my own students’ experiences that it can sometimes feel as though ‘theories’ become more important than the phenomena the theories are purportedly designed to illuminate.


My first point is that it’s interesting to note that certain theories seem to stand the test of time. In the literature, these theories are often called ‘grand theories’. Such an impressive title reflects the fact that they seem to unpack, explain, and highlight human experiences that are particularly enduring, deeply meaningful, and seem eternally significant. I’d argue that Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy deserves such an accolade. Bandura devoted much of his life to illuminating phenomena that play a crucial role in being human, and his core ideas have stimulated an enduring and bountiful body of literature that has far-reaching practical implications.


I once heard the eminent scholar, Professor Henry Giroux, explain to a group of students that ‘theories’ are ‘absolutely useless’ unless we are able to genuinely appreciate how and why they serve to illuminate our lived experience. My second point about theories is simply to reinforce this argument. If we cannot fully appreciate how a theory informs our lived experience, offers clarity of understanding, and fuels future action, then the theory is essentially useless to us.


That’s where this book comes in. Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory in Action offers readers and practitioners a bridge between theory and practice. Alongside a clearly presented explanation of the numerous complexities inherent in Bandura’s theory, the book is filled with realistic and understandable case studies that I have no doubt will help practitioners appreciate how the theory has direct relevance to everyday classroom life where pupils and teachers engage in the messy business of ‘real learning’.


Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory in Action essentially decodes, demystifies, and brings to life the complexities, nuance, and pathways forward that lie at the heart of Bandura’s ideas and the subsequent body of research they have stimulated. It’s important to note that such knowledge, understanding, and guidance is never a given. A theory can only be harvested when a skilled teacher unlocks its wisdom and shines a light on its relevance. In this book, Dr Neil Gilbride has demonstrated that he has both the insight and capacity to do this. In this sense, the book offers readers a generous gift.


Dr Sam Carr, Reader, Department of Education, University of Bath, UK
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INTRODUCTION






Welcome to this text on self-efficacy and how it can apply to classroom practice. I believe Albert Bandura, one of the most influential academics of the last 100 years in the field of psychology, has fundamentally challenged how we view ourselves and society. It is an honour to be writing about this topic and to share some key insights into his work.


What I hope to do in this book is to bring the prominent ideas of a lifetime’s worth of work into a digestible, practical, and enjoyable form. What jumps out here is ‘lifetime’ – Bandura was still active as an academic throughout his 80s and right up until his death in 2021. Capturing the ideas he developed over half a century has made writing this book an incredibly daunting experience! I hope I have done justice to one of the modern fathers of psychology and helped another generation of practitioners to bring Bandura’s work into the very heart of their practice.


Why Bandura? I hope I will show that Bandura’s work has a principal place in understanding what facilitates or inhibits performance, and therefore help teachers and leaders to bridge the divide between knowing and doing. Through this book, we will come to see everyday teaching protocols, such as modelling, in a new light. We can refine these approaches and how we interact with students in a way that recognises their cognitive needs as learners and their relational needs as young people to motivate them towards action.


My intention in this book is to take your hand as we embark on a journey. Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy is, in itself, incredibly practical. I could fire off a list of practical tips straight away. But just knowing the practical tick sheet ideas will undermine the impact. Bandura’s ideas are grounded in a particular model of how we learn and human functioning – and this understanding helps us to truly comprehend and apply Bandura’s ideas in practice. For this reason, the book starts with a basic introduction to the key ideas behind Bandura’s work. We then examine three key ideas in greater detail – instruction, behaviour, and student performance. In each key idea, we will go into greater depth before exploring some case studies of his work in action.


Ready? Let’s go.






















CHAPTER 1



BASIC BANDURA







Introduction to chapter


In this chapter, we are going to delve into the key ideas that sit behind Bandura’s work. Having a grasp of his central ideas, before diving into the specific details and actions, is vital. Bandura’s work can easily be applied as a set of techniques, but without the understanding of where these thoughts have emerged from, they’ll often be applied in isolation and without the intent that sits behind the technique.


Therefore, we will discuss some of Bandura’s seminal work in the field and key definitions that you need to comprehend self-efficacy. We will unpack some of the evidence that sits behind his ideas and some of the key principles that sit behind self-efficacy. We will also unpack some common myths and misconceptions.







Definition


Self-efficacy is defined as:




‘People’s judgments of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performances.’ (Bandura, 1986)





Let’s dissect this definition.




	Judgement of their capabilities: This refers to the belief that you hold i.e. what you think you can do. It is important to note that this self-assessment might or might not reflect the knowledge, experience, or capability that you actually have. We can hold a profound level of knowledge and still feel ineffectual and clueless. The opposite is also true: we can believe ourselves to be knowledgeable but not actually hold the knowledge or skills at all! Hence, it is important to identify the word ‘belief’ or ‘judgement’, and this might be separate to someone’s actual capacity to affect a given outcome.



	To organise and execute courses of action: The focus on self-efficacy is to enact the behaviour required to produce some type of performance. This performance is usually external to the individual – such as a test or a required action (e.g. changing a car tyre, repaving the driveway, saving the penalty shot). The belief is related to our ability to produce required behaviour or actions.



	Required to attain designated types of performances: Finally, self-efficacy is concerned with the extent to which we believe that our actions will meet a required standard or achieve a positive result. These standards can sometimes be set by yourself or by others. For example, whether you have successfully saved the penalty is judged by the rules of football (i.e. the rules dictate that for the penalty to be saved, the ball must not cross the line). Or you set a goal to score 60% on the test and you have achieved that goal. Goal setting is an important part of self-efficacy, and we will return to this later.






Does self-efficacy matter though? Is it an important part of our psychological architecture? Let’s explore some of Bandura’s work and why self-efficacy is important.







Summary of seminal work


The Bobo doll experiment (1961)


This famous experiment demonstrated that children learn through watching adults. Children who watched adults act aggressively towards a doll were more likely to imitate those actions compared to those who observed non-aggressive behaviour. This experiment was the foundation behind one of the key principles of Bandura’s work – how we interact with our environment influences the behaviours we exhibit.


Social Learning Theory (1971)


This book laid the groundwork for social cognitive theory. It challenged two central ideas that dominated psychology. Firstly, it challenged behaviourism by emphasising observational learning (learning through watching others) and the importance of cognitive processes in shaping behaviour. Secondly, it challenged efforts to establish humans as mini scientists who learn solely through their actions and constructions of the world.


However, what was missing was a series of mechanisms. How is it that other people’s behaviour influences what we learn? One of those central ideas that emerged was self-efficacy.


‘Self-efficacy: Toward a unified theory of behavioral change’ (1977)


This paper introduced the concept of self-efficacy as a core construct in social cognitive theory. It argued that people’s belief in their ability to perform a task significantly impacts their motivation, effort, and ultimately, their success. As such, one of the central mechanisms of why other people have such an impact on what we learn and how we behave was established.



Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive Theory (1986)


This book expanded on social learning and reinforced that our learning and behaviour was a result of a dynamic interplay between personal factors (beliefs, expectations), environmental factors (situations, social influences), and behaviour, where each element influences the others.


These core texts have been the foundation of a series of experiments and thought-provoking work across different disciplines to establish the importance of self-efficacy. Let’s take a look at why self-efficacy is important.







The importance of self-efficacy


There are two good reasons why self-efficacy matters.


First, self-efficacy substantively shapes our behaviour. Simply put, why would you act if you do not believe that your behaviour will lead to a positive outcome? Think about this for a second – what is the motivation to act if you do not believe you can engage in the required behaviour to achieve an expected outcome? Bandura argues that without believing that you could positively affect the end outcome through your behaviour, there is no internal incentive to act:




‘Belief in one’s capabilities to perform a task (self-efficacy) is a key determinant of whether individuals even consider challenging activities and how much effort they expend in attempting to master them.’ (Bandura, 1986, p. 391)





Hence, Bandura argues you are more likely to act if you believe that your behaviour will yield a positive and sought-after outcome.


Over the past 60 years, self-efficacy has been shown to be a significant and substantive predictor of behaviour. These behaviours include:




	Health behaviour, such as engaging in risky health behaviours (e.g. smoking and substance abuse) as well as behaviours associated with greater overall health and wellbeing, such as maintaining exercise regimes (Schwarzer and Renner, 2000; Schwarzer and Luszczynska, 2008)



	Behaviours associated with work performance (Stajkovic and Luthans, 1998; Judge and Bono, 2001) and experience of work (Xanthopoulou, Bakker and Fischbach, 2013; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017)



	Education behaviour, such as selecting challenging tasks (Pajares and Miller, 1994) and persisting with challenging academic tasks (Zimmerman, 2000). This is correlated with academic performance (Honicke and Broadbent, 2016).






Second, recognising the role of self-efficacy on our motivation and behaviour subsequently helps us understand the performance of others. When someone doesn’t perform to an expected standard, we might draw a range of conclusions. Do they know the critical knowledge? Are they able to communicate in the manner expected of them? One factor that could be inhibiting their performance could be their self-efficacy; if they do not believe their behaviour will lead to a positive result, it might affect the extent to which they are willing to try to engage at all. Self-efficacy is therefore a mediating factor that we need to consider when we are assessing someone’s performance as a reflection of what they have learned.


So, self-efficacy matters because it can help us to understand the behaviour and performance of others. What are the key ideas that underpin self-efficacy?







The key ideas that underpin self-efficacy


There are four core ideas that Bandura had on how we as humans work and learn that will be critical to enacting the practical ideas in this book with fidelity.
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Self-efficacy is specific to the behaviour or domain


Critically, Bandura was adamant that we do not have a single source of self-efficacy. Instead, our belief to produce a desired outcome is linked to the specific domain or skill:
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