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Soci al Cognitive Theory, A Synthesis

Soci al Cognitive Theory and its Authors

Soci al Cognitive Theory

In Social Cognitive Theory, the learner is viewed as
t horoughly integrated with the environnment within which he or
she is learning. The | earners cognitive responses, behaviors,
and environnment all work together to create |earning. Learners
observe nodels and build self-efficacy, their belief that they
can acconplish the work nodel ed. Based on the |earners
understanding of why it is inportant to | earn sonething and
their belief that they can acconplish the |earning, |earners
will then self-regulate their |earning and beconme proactive in
their efforts to gain mastery. Bandura pioneered this body of
theory and this basic concept of the learner integrated into the
soci al environment.

F. Pajares (1996) referenced Al bert Bandura (1986) In
Soci al Foundations of Thought and Action, where Bandura wote
t hat individuals possess a self-systemthat enables themto
exerci se a nmeasure of control over their thoughts, feelings, and
actions. This self-system houses one's cognitive and affective
structures and includes the abilities to synbolize, learn from
others, plan alternative strategies, regulate one's own
behavi or, and engage in self-reflection. It also plays a
prom nent role in providing reference nechani sns and a set of
sub functions for perceiving, regulating, and eval uating
behavi or, which results fromthe interplay between the self-
system and external environnental sources of influence. As such,

the self-system serves a self-regulatory function by providing



Soci al Cognitive Theory 3

individuals with the capability to alter their environnments and

i nfluence their own actions.

Theori sts and or Authors

Theorists primarily include Bandura and Zi merman with

others to include but not limted to Rosethal, Berger, and

Schunk.

Soci al

Cogni tive Theory Concepts and Theorist's Understandi ng

Triadic reciprocality: Bandura postul ated that the
person, the behavior, and the environnment were all

i nseparably entwined to create learning in an individual.
Al bert Bandura (1986, p. 18) In the social cognitive view
peopl e are neither driven by inner forces nor
automatically shaped and controlled by external stimuli.
Rat her, human functioning is explained in terns of a
nodel of triadic reciprocality in which behavior,
cognitive and other personal factors, and environnental
events all operate as interacting determ nants of each
other. Pajares (1996) "How individuals interpret the
results of their performance attainments inforns and
alters their environnents and their self-beliefs, which
in turn informand alter their subsequent performances.
This is the foundation of Al bert Bandura's (1978 & 1986)
conception of reciprocal determnism the view that (a)
personal factors in the formof cognition, affect, and

bi ol ogi cal events, (b) behavior, and (c) environnental

i nfluences create interactions that result in a triadic
reci procality. Because personal agency is socially rooted

and operates within sociocultural influences, individuals
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are viewed both as products and as producers of their own
envi ronnments and of their social systens.

Efficacy: Can this be done; can | do it! Schunk (2000, p.
108) Self-efficacy refers to personal beliefs about one's
capabilities to learn or perform actions at designated
| evel s. Al bert Bandura (1997) Self-efficacy is a belief
about what one is capable of doing; it is not the sane as
knowi ng what to do. In gauging efficacy, individuals
assess their skills and their capabilities to translate
those skills into actions. Al bert Bandura (1986)
considered self-reflection the nost uniquely human
capability, for through this formof self-referent
t hought people evaluate and alter their own thinking and
behavi or. These sel f-eval uati ons include perceptions of
self-efficacy, that is, "beliefs in one's capabilities to
organi ze and execute the courses of action required to
manage prospective situations” There are four prinmary
strategies for efficacy devel opnent; Mstery | earning,
I mtation, Mdeling, and Soci al Persuasion.
= Mastery Learning: The focus of nastery is on
devel opi ng conpetence in learning or in specific work.
To help | earners achieve nmastery, it is critical to
vary the type and anount of instruction depending on
i ndi vi dual differences. Pajares (1996, p. 2) Self-
ef ficacy beliefs are strong determ nants and
predictors of the | evel of acconplishment (mastery)
that individuals finally attain. Bandura (in press)

argued that "beliefs of personal efficacy constitute
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the key factor of human agency”.

= Imtation: Closely related to nodeling in that the
| earner imtates the nodel to achieve nmastery. O
i mportant note to the discussion is the concept of
| atent action based on observation. A |earner nmay very
wel | not use what is observed for weeks, nonths, or
i ndeed years. Inactive learning or practice will help
solidify the learning fromvicarious observati onal
| ear ni ng.

= Modeling: The primary role of nodeling is to
accel erate mastery by providing the |learner with a
nodel to imtate. Al bert Bandura (1977, p. 22)
states, "Fortunately, nost human behavior is |earned
observational ly through nodeling; from observing
ot hers one fornms an idea of how new behaviors are
performed, and on | ater occasions this coded
information serves as a guide for action." Schunk
(2000) Observing a nodel does not guarantee |earning
or later ability to performthe behaviors. Rather,
nodel s serve informational and notivational functions
by providing information about probabl e consequences
of actions and affecting observers' notivation to act
accordingly. Factors influencing |earning and
performance are devel opnental status of |earners,
presti ge and conpetence of nodels, vicarious
consequences to nodels, goals, outcone expectations,
and perceived self-efficacy.

= Soci al Persuasion: Gving verbal and social praises
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and encouragenents that lead | earners to exert nore
effort. Prickel (2000, p. 4)

= Self-Regulation: | amgoing to do it! There are three
primary strategies for self-regulation devel opnent; Goal
Setting, Planning, and Persistence. (Al bert Bandura 1997,
p. 2). These beliefs of personal conpetence affect
behavi or in several ways. They influence the choices
i ndi vi dual s make and the courses of actions they pursue.
Efficacy beliefs help determ ne how nuch effort people
wi |l expend on an activity, how long they will persevere
when confronting obstacles, and how resilient they wll
prove in the face of adverse situations-the higher the
sense of efficacy, the greater the effort, persistence,
and resilience. Butler and Wnne (1995, p. 247) As self-
regul ating | earners engage in academ c tasks, they draw
on know edge and beliefs to construct an interpretation
of a task's properties and requirenents. Based on the
interpretation they construct, they set goals. Goals are
t hen approached by applying tactics and strategies that
generate products, both nmental (cognitive and
ef fectivel/enotional) and behavioral. Monitoring these
processes of engagenent and the progressively updated
products they create generates internal feedback. This
i nformation provides grounds for reinterpreting el enents
of the task and one's engagenent with it, thereby
di recting subsequent engagenent. In particular, students
may nodi fy their engagenent by setting new goals or

adj usting extant ones; they may reexam ne tactics and
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strategi es and sel ect nore productive approaches, adapt
avai l abl e skills, and sonetinmes even generate new
procedures. |If external feedback is provided, that
additional information may confirm add to, or conflict
with the learner's interpretations of the task and the
path of learning. As a result of nonitoring task
engagenent, students may alter know edge and beliefs,
which, in turn, mght influence subsequent self-
regul ati on.

Soci al Cognitive Theory Inportance to Learning Practice

Bandura felt that the behavioral nodels did not adequately
expl ain how adults | earned and that inportant psychol ogi cal
processes had been overl ooked or only partially studied. The
nost notable finding that pronpted his work was that people
could learn new actions nerely by observing others performthem
and this did not fit into the behavioral nodel of |earning. The
enactive nodel that pronoted | eaning by perform ng tasks and
keepi ng or discarding the | earning based on whether the task was
successful was far too limting, particularly in conplex work
where to sinply do the task to learn it is virtually inpossible.
In the current environment of conplexity, social cognitive
theory is an inportant body of work hel ping adult educators
create effective |learning processes that address the way adult
| earners actually learn

Soci al Cognitive Theory Wrkpl ace Exanpl e

Training an individual to use sales force automation
software (SFA software) would be an excellent exanple. It

i nvol ves nost of the strategies outlined in the theory.
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The instructor will detail to the learner why it is
i nportant to use SFA software and go over the basics of
how it will benefit the | earner and the organization.
The | earner woul d be provided a guided |live tour with an
instructor. The instructors' conputer would be connected
to a projector and the | earner would have a termnal to
follow along with the instructor.
After a conplete tour with the learner follow ng al ong
with the instructor, the learner will input his or her
own data on the | ab conputer so that the instructor can
help with the process as needed.
The learner will be scheduled for nultiple sessions of
data input with instructor present and then evolve into
t he mani pul ati on of the data.
When the instructor is satisfied with the efficacy of the
| earner through observation, testing, and | earners input,
the instructor will send | earner to the workplace setting
to use the new tool.
Instructor will be available to the |earner for al
guestions and will nonitor the use of the SFA software to
insure that the learner is showi ng self-regulation of his
or her learning. Instructor will continue to nonitor and

provi de feedback as necessary.
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