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a b s t r a c t
The purpose of this study was to assess the sources of award-wining research professors’ (six women; six
men) teaching self-efﬁcacy through the framework of Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory. Semistructured interviews revealed that mastery experiences and social persuasions were particularly inﬂuential sources of self-efﬁcacy and that these sources tended to be closely related. Professors reported that
their self-efﬁcacy had generally stabilized within their ﬁrst few years of assuming a tenure-track position.
Participants framed negative events in adaptive ways that had little cost to their teaching self-efﬁcacy.
Ó 2010 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Many elementary and secondary education programs offer multiple opportunities for preservice teachers to learn and practice
pedagogical skills, but institutions of higher learning in the United
States tend to underemphasize the instructional training of university teachers and professors (Bess, 1997; Wulff, Austin, Nyquist, &
Sprague, 2004). In the absence of state or national mandates for
the pedagogical preparation of university instructors, institutions
of higher education have been inconsistent in how they train their
teachers, if they do so at all (Prieto & Meyers, 1999; Tanner & Allen,
2006). Scholars such as Biggs (1999) and Kreber (2001) have provided suggestions for professional development in higher education, but implementation of such initiatives has been inconsistent.
To an extent, this oversight reﬂects the additional role of the university professor as not only a teacher but a researcher. In most cases,
the amount of time allotted to prepare graduate students for their
role as researchers is disproportionately greater than the time spent
preparing them to instruct college-level classes (Gaff & PruittLogan, 1998). And once employed, professors at research institutions typically ﬁnd that tenure, promotion, salary, and external
funding are more often tied to their research than to their teaching
(Fairweather, 1996; Hearn, 1999; Sutz, 1997). The demand for research at these schools may lead professors to feel that the teaching
role is undervalued and to concentrate less on their instructional
duties (Olson & Einwohner, 2001; Serow, 2000).
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Despite the burden of these pressures and their limited pedagogical preparation, many professors at research universities manage to become outstanding teachers. In this study, we examined
the psychological journey of such professors by asking them to describe the evolution of their beliefs about their teaching capabilities as they have moved through the professoriate. Self-efﬁcacy,
deﬁned as ‘‘beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and execute
the courses of action required to produce given attainments’’ (Bandura, 1997, p. 3), is especially central to the exercise of human
agency. Unless people believe they can accomplish desired tasks,
they have little incentive to act. Such beliefs have been found to
predict the effort people put forth, how well they persevere when
faced by obstacles, how effectively they monitor and motivate
themselves, what they achieve, and the choices they make in life
(Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997).
Teachers’ self-efﬁcacy, which refers to teachers’ beliefs about
what they can do in terms of a particular teaching task or instructional context, has likewise been shown to inﬂuence motivational
and behavioral processes (Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk Hoy, &
Hoy, 1998). Self-efﬁcacious instructors typically plan and organize
more effectively, are more likely to employ and seek out engaging
instructional strategies, put forth greater effort in motivating their
students, and are more resilient when faced by obstacles than are
teachers with lower self-efﬁcacy (Ashton & Webb, 1986; Midgley,
Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1988; Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998; Woolfolk
Hoy & Davis, 2006). Moreover, students of teachers with higher
self-efﬁcacy tend to have higher expectations of themselves and
perform better on standardized tests (Allinder, 1995; Ross, Hogaboam-Gray, & Hannay, 2001).
Although a growing body of research attests to the beneﬁts
associated with teaching self-efﬁcacy, less is known about how
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teaching self-efﬁcacy is cultivated. What makes a teacher believe
that he or she can be successful in the complex task of teaching?
We next provide a theoretical background of the hypothesized
sources of self-efﬁcacy and review ﬁndings from a small body of
research on these sources as they operate within the ﬁeld of
teaching.
2. Sources of teaching self-efﬁcacy
According to Bandura’s (1986, 1997) social cognitive theory,
individuals develop their self-efﬁcacy by attending to four sources
of capability-related information. First, individuals interpret the results of their own actions. Successes are often interpreted as mastery experiences that can boost self-efﬁcacy, whereas perceived
failure typically lowers it. Vicarious experiences provide individuals
with an opportunity to witness the successes and failures of others
and may thereby alter self-efﬁcacy. The third source of efﬁcacy-relevant information comes from the social persuasions individuals receive from others. Evaluative feedback can be particularly useful
when a task is ill deﬁned or lacks objective criteria. Finally, physiological and affective states, including stress, fatigue, anxiety, and
mood can also inﬂuence perceived capability.
Little is known about the manner in which university professors
might draw on these four informational sources as they develop
conﬁdence in their instructional skills and practices (Burton, Bamberry, & Harris-Boundy, 2005; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy,
2007). Nevertheless, research on the sources of teaching self-efﬁcacy in the context of primary and secondary education may offer
some indication of how college instructors’ efﬁcacy beliefs develop.
We therefore summarize what is known about how the four
sources of self-efﬁcacy operate within this former context.
2.1. Mastery experience
Research on the sources of teaching self-efﬁcacy has focused
primarily on teachers’ mastery experience (e.g., Chacon, 2005; Palmer, 2006; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2007; Woolfolk Hoy
& Burke Spero, 2005). Such a focus seems merited, as masterful
experiences are thought to be the strongest source of self-efﬁcacy
(Bandura, 1997) and have likewise emerged as a powerful predictor of instructors’ conﬁdence (Poulou, 2007; Tschannen-Moran &
Woolfolk Hoy, 2007). The manner in which mastery experience
has been assessed has varied considerably, however, which has
made its relationship to teaching self-efﬁcacy unclear. For example, scholars who have used previous teaching experiences (e.g.,
period of time spent as a student teacher) as a mastery experience
have reported that actual experience can raise (Gurvitch & Metzler,
2009), lower (Capa Aydin & Woolfolk Hoy, 2005), or have no significant inﬂuence (Cantrell, Young, & Moore, 2003) on teachers’ selfefﬁcacy. Researchers have not solicited teachers’ own appraisals
of their student teaching experiences, however, which might explain these inconsistent ﬁndings. Without evaluating teachers’
interpretations of their experiences, little can be known about
whether the experiences were perceived as efﬁcacy-raising or lowering events (Bandura, 1997).
Some researchers have examined mastery experience by
exploring participants’ interpretations of their past teaching experiences (e.g., Palmer, 2006; Poulou, 2007). Others have asked
teachers to rate their level of satisfaction with their professional
performance (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2007; Weaver
Shearn, 2008; Woolfolk Hoy & Burke Spero, 2005). Correlations between mastery experience measured in this manner and teaching
self-efﬁcacy have ranged from .36 to .50. Still other researchers
have attempted to show a relationship between proxies for content
knowledge (e.g., degree attainment, course completion, linguistic
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ﬂuency) and self-efﬁcacy (Chacon, 2005; Enochs, Scharmann, &
Riggs, 1995; Milner & Woolfolk Hoy, 2003).
Experiences that lead to changes in teaching self-efﬁcacy may
be as diverse and complex as the tasks required for successful
teaching and may depend on the context in which teaching takes
place. The variation with which mastery experience has been conceptualized and measured in the teaching domain might also indicate that qualitative studies provide a better lens for viewing how
interpretations of one’s past experiences raise or lower selfefﬁcacy.
2.2. Vicarious experience
Bandura (1997) has shown that individuals rely not only on
their direct experiences as indicators of what they can do but on
the vicarious experiences they undergo as they observe the actions
of models. Although social models of teaching abound during one’s
own learning experiences and in the media, many teachers-intraining have relatively few opportunities to observe fellow teachers whose experiences they would be most likely to identify with
and evaluate (Bandura, 1997; Mulholland & Wallace, 2001). Some
scholars have evaluated the comparative appraisals teachers make
in reference to their peers (e.g., Woolfolk Hoy & Burke Spero, 2005),
but only in one study have researchers reported a relationship between these comparative judgments and self-efﬁcacy (Poulou,
2007).
The vicarious inﬂuence of mentor teachers on preservice teachers’ sense of efﬁcacy is similarly elusive. Researchers who have
measured vicarious experience in terms of teachers’ perceptions
of their teaching mentor’s effectiveness as an instructor or as a
mentor have found no relationship between this type of vicarious
experience and teachers’ self-efﬁcacy (Capa Aydin & Woolfolk
Hoy, 2005; Rots, Aelterman, Vlerick, & Vermeulen, 2007). However,
students who perceived their mentors to be highly self-efﬁcacious
were themselves more conﬁdent after completing their student
teaching (Knoblauch & Woolfolk Hoy, 2008).
Some researchers have suggested that vicarious experiences
may be powerful but subtle, such as when a teacher hears a colleague express ability-related doubts in the workroom (Mulholland & Wallace, 2001). Still others contend that exposing new
teachers to competent models during training offers one important
means of enhancing their self-efﬁcacy (Bruce & Ross, 2008). However, as Usher and Pajares (2008) pointed out in their review of the
literature on the sources of students’ self-efﬁcacy, vicarious experiences have proven difﬁcult to measure and their relative inﬂuence on self-efﬁcacy is still unclear.
2.3. Social persuasions
Scholars who have investigated the relationship between social
persuasions and teaching self-efﬁcacy have typically found that the
evaluative messages instructors receive from others affect their
perceived capability. However, the measures used to assess this
source have also differed markedly. Heppner (1994) reported that,
for graduate teaching assistants engaged in a teaching practicum,
social persuasions were the most commonly cited source of selfefﬁcacy and were rated as highly inﬂuential. On the other hand,
some teachers have identiﬁed their students’ enthusiasm as a socially persuasive source of their efﬁcacy beliefs (Mulholland & Wallace, 2001; Poulou, 2007). Perceived student enthusiasm provides a
tenuous measure of social persuasions, however, and may be better categorized as a measure of perceived mastery than as the sort
of persuasive inﬂuence that Bandura (1997) intended. Researchers
who have assessed social persuasions in terms of perceived support from the community, administration, colleagues, and parents
have reported a weak or moderate relationship between perceived
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support and teaching self-efﬁcacy (Capa Aydin & Woolfolk Hoy,
2005; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2007).
2.4. Physiological and affective states
Few researchers have addressed the direct inﬂuence of physiological and affective states on teaching self-efﬁcacy and tend to report that these states provide little ability-related information (e.g.,
Mulholland & Wallace, 2001) or a weaker relationship to self-efﬁcacy than the other three hypothesized sources (Poulou, 2007).
Graduate instructors also rated physiological states as having relatively little inﬂuence on their teaching self-efﬁcacy (Heppner,
1994). A professional development program designed by Ross
and Bruce (2007) to minimize teachers’ stress and anxiety enhanced teachers’ conﬁdence to manage classes, but the program
had no signiﬁcant effect on their conﬁdence to motivate students
or to employ instructional strategies.
As our review reveals, relatively few efforts have been made to
examine the inﬂuence of Bandura’s (1997) four hypothesized
sources on the efﬁcacy beliefs of teachers at any level. Those who
have investigated the sources have used quite different methods
and measures in doing so. Furthermore, Bandura (1997) contended
that self-efﬁcacy beliefs can develop differently according to stage
of life or level of experience. It is unlikely that the efﬁcacy-building
experiences most salient to K-12 teachers will mirror those reported by university research professors. What little is known
about the sources of university instructors’ teaching self-efﬁcacy
is largely the product of research on graduate teaching assistants
(e.g., Heppner, 1994; Prieto & Altmaier, 1994; Prieto & Meyers,
1999). However, not all graduate teaching assistants go onto become professors at research universities, and those who eschew
academia altogether may do so because they lack self-efﬁcacy to
begin with (Woolfolk Hoy, 2004).
3. Purpose of the study
The purpose of the present study was to investigate the sources
of teaching self-efﬁcacy among a select subset of professors who
are employed at research universities and who have been recognized for excellence in teaching. We ﬁrst sought to determine the
relative weight that these professors assigned to the sources of
their teaching self-efﬁcacy. As a second focus, we asked professors
to retrospect about periods of their lives that were particularly critical in the evolution of their teaching self-efﬁcacy. Lastly, we evaluated how these award-winning instructors handled the negative
experiences in the classroom that inevitably arise, as there is some
evidence that individuals who excel in a domain have psychologically adaptive ways to handle negative events (Helsing, 2007;
Winograd, 2003).
The recent emphasis on positive psychology has prompted
researchers to investigate the ‘‘conditions and processes that contribute to the ﬂourishing or optimal function of people, groups, and
institutions’’ (Gable & Haidt, 2005, p. 103). It is this emphasis that
guided us to select award-winning professors for the present
study. Exploring positive rather than maladaptive functioning can
yield important lessons about resourcefulness, resilience, and psychological well-being (Pajares, 2009; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi,
2000). Focusing on award-winning professors in research universities can be similarly instructive. We acknowledge that teaching
awards do not hold universal meaning and that they should not
be viewed as the sole criterion for determining the best teachers.
However, they do offer one benchmark by which excellence in
teaching has been externally recognized, at least at the research
universities we identiﬁed for this study. The ways in which skilled
instructors make sense of their teaching and the events related to it

may provide clues for how others can persevere in the relative absence of external motivators.
We have selected Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory as
the framework for the study because it provides an expansive
and well-established structure from which understandings about
psychological functioning can be gleaned. The construct of selfefﬁcacy, in particular, has been studied extensively in the domain
of education (Klassen & Usher, 2010). As previously discussed,
teaching self-efﬁcacy is associated with a vast array of adaptive
functions (Woolfolk Hoy & Davis, 2006). Therefore, the construct
provides a valuable lens with which to explore the psychology of
teachers. Moreover, an investigation of the antecedents of self-efﬁcacy can be guided by Bandura’s (1997) detailed descriptions of the
hypothesized sources. Research on both the sources and on teaching self-efﬁcacy has grown, but there have been few studies of the
sources of teaching self-efﬁcacy. In this study, we focus on teaching
in the research university setting, a context overlooked in most
self-efﬁcacy research.
4. Method
4.1. Participants and setting
Participants in the study were 12 associate and full professors
(six women; six men) from ﬁve universities in the southeastern
United States identiﬁed by the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching as high research activity universities
(i.e., RU/H). Information on the participants’ background, including
their ﬁeld of study, age, race/ethnicity, years of teaching experience, and teaching recognitions can be found in Table 1.
4.2. Procedure
The ﬁrst step in our recruitment procedure was to identify ﬁve
research-intensive university settings so as to examine self-efﬁcacy within a context that requires most faculty members to juggle
high research expectations with the routine demands of teaching.
We next combed through online materials from each university
to identify professors who had received at least two universitywide teaching awards. We used teaching awards as a selection criterion because they serve as a one index of exceptional teaching.
We veriﬁed that awards had been contingent on nomination and
review by committees composed of students, alumni, faculty, previous winners, and/or administrators who looked for evidence of
superior teaching in multiple ways (e.g., student evaluations, letters of nomination, faculty observations). Award-winning professors were invited to participate in the study through a phone call
or email from the ﬁrst author. We recruited participants with the
goal of achieving a racially-diverse sample of six women and six
men. Professors were contacted incrementally until the desired
sample was achieved. Twenty-nine professors were contacted,
and most responded. Those who declined to participate cited illness, family emergencies, or time constraints as reasons why they
could not become involved. One professor contacted had moved to
a new job elsewhere.
Two interviews, one in person and a second by phone, were
conducted with each participant. Professors selected the location
of the ﬁrst interview, typically an ofﬁce or another closed room.
Participants’ conﬁdentiality was preserved through the use of a
pseudonym, and all were given access to interview transcripts
and drafts of the study’s results. After the professors had signed
formal consent documents, the interviews were taped using a digital recorder. First-round interviews lasted about 90 min and were
transcribed verbatim. After the initial coding of transcripts, participants were again contacted for a follow-up phone interview that
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Table 1
Participants’ background.

a

Pseudonym

Field

Age

Sex

Race

Years of
teaching at
any level

Years of
undergraduate
teaching

Teaching recognitions

Lawrence

Philosophy

Male

White

30

23

Clara

Art History

Female

White

35

20

Winston

History

Late
40s
Early
50s
Mid
60s

Male

White

42

42

Marie

Female

White

30

28

William

Modern
Language
Education

Male

White

35

18

Kristine

Microbiology

Female

White

34

34

Two university-wide awards. Distinguished teaching chair. Several
additional teaching awards
The only two university-wide awards provided by university. Several
additional teaching awards
The only two university-wide awards provided by university (one of
only two professors to have won both). Several additional teaching
awards
The only two university-wide awards provided by university. Several
additional teaching awards
Three university-wide awards. National teacher of the year as a K-12
educator. Several additional teaching awards
Two university-wide awards. Several additional teaching awards

James

English

Male

40

37

Ruthe

Female

36

27

Four university-wide awards. Term teaching chair for two terms.
Several additional teaching awards
Three university-wide awards. Several additional teaching awards

Stephen

Social
Sciencea
Physics

African
American
White

Male

White

17

15

Two university-wide awards. Several additional teaching awards

Virginia

English

Female

White

31

31

Leonard

Journalism

Male

18

18

Jane

English

Indian
American
White

30

30

The only two university-wide awards provided by university. Several
additional teaching awards
Three university-wide awards. National teaching chair. Several
additional teaching awards
The only two university-wide awards provided by university. Several
additional teaching awards

Early
50s
Late
50s
Mid
60s
Early
60s
Early
50s
Late
30s
Mid
50s
Mid
40s
Early
50s

Female

Ruthe requested that she be listed only as a social scientist to ensure anonymity.

lasted approximately 20 min. The second interview was used to
clarify certain points from the initial meeting and to provide participants with an opportunity to replicate or modify their previous
answers.

4.3. Interview protocol
Qualitative retrospective studies of the antecedents of self-efﬁcacy have been used to explore experiences that inﬂuence individuals’ motivation and performance (e.g., Milner & Woolfolk Hoy,
2003; Mulholland & Wallace, 2001; Usher, 2009; Zeldin & Pajares,
2000). In consultation with this work, we developed a semi-structured interview protocol (see Table 2) to address the critical questions of the investigation. This protocol was adapted from those
used by Usher (2009) and Zeldin and &. Pajares (2000). We followed a case study format, which was guided ﬁrst and foremost
by our theoretical framework (Merriam, 1998). Therefore, the bulk
of our interview questions were squarely aimed at soliciting information related to the four sources identiﬁed by Bandura (1997).
The semi-structured nature of the interviews permitted us to explore what Stake (1995) referred to as ‘‘etic’’ issues derived from
previous research and theory as well as novel ‘‘emic’’ issues expressed by the participants. That is, although most questions were
designed to tap the four sources of self-efﬁcacy hypothesized by
Bandura (1997), other probes were included to address potential
alternative sources that emerged.
All questions used in the protocol were designed to allow for
elaborate rather than simplistic answers (Stake, 1995). Because
the professors specialized in a variety of disciplines, we avoided
using technical terminology to preserve clarity of participant answers (Merriam, 1998). For example, Bandura’s (1997) notion of
‘‘self-efﬁcacy’’ was replaced with phrases such as ‘‘conﬁdence in
your ability.’’ Questions were crafted to ensure that they were neutral rather than leading participants toward a particular conclusion
(Patton, 2002).

Questions were ordered to begin with basic descriptive information before addressing information speciﬁc to the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Merriam, 1998). We next asked professors to
gauge the relative value they placed on their teaching, research,
and departmental duties. How participants contrasted their values
with the perceived values of their administration provided insights
into the perceived pressures professors faced. We also asked professors to describe their level of teaching self-efﬁcacy. This portion
of the introduction (Questions 1–5) was critical because many
questions that followed required participants to discuss the basis
for this judgment.
We then asked participants to identify the sources of their
teaching self-efﬁcacy without regard to any particular source
(Question 6). By using this general approach before exploring those
sources hypothesized by Bandura (1997), we were able to examine
which antecedents were most readily available to participants
without ﬁrst biasing their interpretations in favor of our particular
theoretical framework. Remaining questions were crafted to explore how participants interpret and weigh efﬁcacy-relevant information from the four hypothesized sources (Questions 7–10), how
that interpretation has inﬂuenced their self-efﬁcacy and behaviors
(Questions 16 and 17), how they have appraised negative experiences related to teaching (Questions 12 and 15), and how their
self-efﬁcacy beliefs have developed and changed over time (Questions 11, 13, 14).
4.4. Analysis
Preliminary analyses followed Merriam’s (1998) recommendations for the initial coding of case study data. We began by developing a start list of nine codes (i.e., Mastery Experiences, Vicarious
Experiences, Social Persuasions, Physiological and Affective States,
Alternative Sources, Sensitive Development Periods, Interpretation
Heuristics, Most Powerful Source, Other Sources). The ﬁrst author
transcribed all interviews and assigned codes to line or paragraph
of text using multi-colored highlighting and comment balloons. For
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Table 2
Interview protocol.
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1. Background information
 When and where did you receive your bachelor’s degree?
 When, where, and in what ﬁeld did you receive your doctorate?
 Could you brieﬂy take me through your post-doctoral career trajectory?
 When did you begin teaching undergraduates?
2. What experiences related to teaching did you have prior to teaching at the college level?
3. How many undergraduate classes per semester do you usually teach?
 What undergraduate courses do you typically teach and how many students typically enroll in each?
4. If you could rate how much value you place on your teaching, research, and service in terms of percentages, what percentage would you allot to each of these duties? For example, if you valued all duties equally, you
would allot 33.3% to research, 33.3% to teaching, and 33.3% to service.
 In terms of percentages, how much value do you think university administrators at this university would place on these three?
5. If I asked you to rate your conﬁdence in teaching undergraduate classes in your discipline on a scale of 0–10, what number would you select?
6. Can you tell me the reasons that you selected this number?
 Which of the things you mentioned do you believe had the most powerful inﬂuence on your conﬁdence?
 Why?
7. What experiences in your professional life as a teacher have made you more conﬁdent as a teacher of undergraduates?
 What experiences in your life as a teacher have lowered your conﬁdence as an instructor?
 How do you know that a given lesson has gone well?
– Does that inﬂuence your conﬁdence as an instructor?
– Explain.
 How do you know that a given lesson has not gone well?
– Does that inﬂuence your conﬁdence as an instructor?
– Explain.
8. According to the theory I am exploring in this study, there are many vicarious inﬂuences on the conﬁdence we have in our teaching. These may include things we’ve seen, things we’ve read, or others we have
observed. Can you pinpoint some powerful vicarious inﬂuences on your teaching conﬁdence?
9. Tell me some of the things other people have said about your teaching that you particularly recall.
 Of the things that people have said, which ones stand out for you as positive comments that boosted your conﬁdence?
 Why did they boost your conﬁdence?
 Of the things that people have said, which ones stand out for you as negative comments that decreased your conﬁdence?
 Why did they decrease your conﬁdence?
10. Identify for me some of the most prominent feelings and emotions that you experience when you are teaching and when you are preparing to teach.
 Which of these feelings or emotions would you say have raised your conﬁdence in teaching undergraduates?
 Which of these feelings or emotions would you say have decreased your conﬁdence?
 Which feelings or emotions have most profoundly inﬂuenced your conﬁdence?
11. Tell me a memorable story that would help me understand how you developed the conﬁdence that you have for teaching undergraduates.
12. Even highly recognized teachers like you occasionally run into teaching challenges and setbacks. Tell me about some of the setbacks you have faced in your teaching.
 How do you deal with these sorts of setbacks?
 Do they inﬂuence your teaching conﬁdence? Explain.
13. Can you identify the time when your conﬁdence in your teaching solidiﬁed? That is, at what point did you begin to have good sense that you were or were not a capable teacher?
14. Were there speciﬁc periods in your life or career that were particularly critical in the development of your conﬁdence as a teacher?
15. We may have already touched on this but I would like to revisit this if you don’t mind. What is the most negative teaching-related experience that you’ve had?
 How did you respond?
 Did it affect your conﬁdence? Explain.
 Did this negative experience affect your subsequent teaching performances?
16. Are there other things we have not addressed that you feel inﬂuenced your conﬁdence as a teacher of undergraduates?
17. I would like to close our chat by asking you to think broadly about your conﬁdence as a teacher of undergraduates and give me what you believe have been the three most powerful inﬂuences on your teaching
conﬁdence in order of the power you believe each of their inﬂuences has exercised. Begin with the most powerful inﬂuence on your conﬁdence.
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example, Kristine’s comment that ‘‘it does boost your conﬁdence
when you have former students tell you that they did in fact get
a lot out of the class’’ was highlighted and labeled as a social
persuasion.
Once all transcripts were coded, a descriptive, single-case matrix was created for each code. Each matrix included relevant results from the interviews and corresponding line numbers from
transcripts. For example, in the Sensitive Development Periods matrix, the cell for one participant, Kristine, included the summative
descriptor of her responses: ‘‘things that once decreased her conﬁdence no longer do because she has developed a ‘thicker skin’
[Transcript 1; lines 638–685].’’ Each themed matrix contained 12
rows, each representing a study participant, to ensure clear presentation of the data and to examine the internal consistency of each
professor’s response. Separate columns were designated for men
and women in the study, permitting us to compare and contrast responses by gender. We based this decision on previous reports that
men and women may differ in how they weigh and interpret the
hypothesized sources of self-efﬁcacy (Usher & Pajares, 2008; Zeldin, Britner, & Pajares, 2008).
Merriam (1998) has suggested that ‘‘a particular unit of data
should ﬁt into only one category’’ (p. 184). However, rigid categorization of an efﬁcacy-relevant experience provides an incomplete
picture of the multifaceted and overlapping nature of the sources
of self-efﬁcacy described by Bandura (1997, see Chapter 3). For
example, a comment on an end-of-course evaluation may be interpreted as both a mastery experience and a social persuasion. In
such situations, we initially included the data in both matrixes
and later decided which placement was more ﬁtting based on Bandura’s descriptions of the sources and consultation with an expert
(F. Pajares, personal communication, November 12, 2008). Memos
created during data collection and coding were recorded in a journal and used to detect data patterns, cross-matrix codes, and
anomalies. Our ﬁnal step in data analysis was to place all matrices
side-by-side horizontally to examine participants’ responses across
the themes identiﬁed. We then organized matrices vertically to
examine gender patterns. We followed Miles and Huberman’s
(1994) guidelines for drawing conclusions from data matrixes to
ensure the accuracy and validity of ﬁndings. The results of this ﬁnal
level of analysis were documented in a summary matrix that documented key ﬁndings.
4.5. Reliability and validity
Stake (1995) suggested that the assertions most critical to a
study require the greatest effort toward conﬁrmation. One way
in which we substantiated claims about the relationships between
sources and teaching self-efﬁcacy was to revisit each transcript to
determine whether the relationships were explicitly acknowledged by the participant. Such checks were repeated at designated
stages in the analysis and included follow-up e-mail correspondence when necessary. Another way to conﬁrm patterns in the
data was to examine whether each participant’s statements were
replicated in separate interviews.
We used several additional strategies identiﬁed by Stake (1995)
to maximize validity. First, we relied on ‘‘investigator triangulation’’ in which we asked other researchers familiar with social cognitive theory to look over the data and provide their interpretation,
which we compared with our own. In the ‘‘theory triangulation’’
phase, we reviewed ﬁndings with individuals outside of our ﬁeld
to determine whether the phenomena could be explained using
alterative theoretical viewpoints. We also assessed intercoder reliability by comparing our coding of 34 randomly-selected pages of
the transcripts (10% of all transcribed pages) with codes assigned
by two graduate students familiar with social cognitive theory
and with the start codes assigned in the study. Intercoder reliabil-
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ity, which was assessed by dividing the number of coding agreements by the total number of agreements and disagreements
(Miles & Huberman, 1994), was 91%. Disagreements were resolved
by consultation with an expert in the ﬁeld and with Bandura’s
(1997) text. Finally, we performed member checks in which we
asked participants themselves to examine drafts of the study to
evaluate the accuracy of our descriptions. These combined measures helped ensure that our interpretations of the data were consistent with participants’ intended meaning and, where applicable,
with the social cognitive theoretical framework.
5. Results and discussion
In this section, we present and discuss the results of our qualitative analysis as they pertain to the primary aims of the study. We
ﬁrst present ﬁndings related to each of Bandura’s (1997) hypothesized sources by examining those sources professors identiﬁed as
most powerful and most inﬂuential in the development of their
teaching self-efﬁcacy. We then discuss two other factors pertinent
to the development of teaching self-efﬁcacy: sensitive periods in
the evolution of these beliefs and professors’ interpretations of
negative events related to their teaching.
5.1. Sources of self-efﬁcacy
Our primary objective was to examine the relative weight that
professors assigned to each of Bandura’s (1997) hypothesized
sources (i.e., mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, social
persuasions, and physiological and affective states) as they referred
to how their teaching self-efﬁcacy developed. Our interviews revealed that, when identifying the most powerful sources of their
teaching self-efﬁcacy, professors most commonly provided examples of mastery experiences, social persuasions, or a combination
thereof. Other sources of self-efﬁcacy were potent for some, though
mentioned less frequently. A summary of ﬁndings related to the
four hypothesized sources is presented in Table 3. We present
the results as they relate to each hypothesized source, but, as will
be discussed later, these sources were often described in an interrelated manner.
5.1.1. Mastery experience
Mastery experience emerged as a primary source of professors’
teaching self-efﬁcacy. In fact, when asked to list the most powerful
inﬂuences on their conﬁdence, all but one professor mentioned
performance-related attainments. However, the types of mastery
experiences that participants identiﬁed ranged widely, and the degree to which a given event inﬂuenced self-efﬁcacy differed
according to variables such as the temporal heuristics used in recollection, the manner in which professors deﬁned their role as
teachers, and the combinatory rules they used to integrate information from multiple sources.
Most professors recalled cumulative rather than isolated events
when describing the development of their teaching self-efﬁcacy. A
single ‘‘bad day’’ was dismissed as an anomaly if they were often
experiencing success in the classroom. Instead, the complex history of their experiences, bad or good, inﬂuenced their self-judgments. Stephen described his reﬂective process: ‘‘I’m doing
enough over-time averaging in my head that daily instances don’t
shake my conﬁdence, but if it was a repeated pattern in my teaching I would certainly—that would start shaking my conﬁdence.’’
Our ﬁndings conﬁrm Bandura’s (1997) contention that ‘‘repeated
performance failures’’ (p. 81) or successes, not a single event, typically wield the greatest inﬂuence on individuals’ self-efﬁcacy.
Past experiences did not have to be monolithically framed as
either a success or a failure to inform professors’ self-efﬁcacy
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Table 3
Commonly-identiﬁed sources of teaching self-efﬁcacy and interpretative factors.
Source
Mastery experiences

Vicarious experiences

Social persuasions

Physiological and affective states

Types

Interpretative factors

– Perceived success in past instructional experiences (e.g., ‘‘Just having success, that
alone made me conﬁdent and I was reasonably successful all the way through [my teaching
career]’’–Lawrence)
– Mastery of content (e.g., ‘‘Part of the conﬁdence of teaching is that you have a very – you
feel very strongly that you know the material. To me that’s basic.’’–Kristine)
– Mastery of pedagogical skills (e.g., ‘‘There’s this bridge between mastering the content
and being able to teach content’’–Marie)
– Students’ Educational and Occupational Attainments (e.g., ‘‘When I’m reading their
work and I can see breakthroughs . . . that affects my conﬁdence positively’’ –Virginia)
– Learning pedagogical skills by observing models (e.g., ‘‘The strongest inﬂuence on my
conﬁdence has been teachers who I had. And when I started teaching what I did was model
myself on people who had taught me at college, who I thought were good teachers, who had
taught me a lot. I liked the way they engaged with the literature, I like the way they presented it, I like the way they engaged with students; that’s what I set out to do. And then
slowly as the years went on out of that modeling came my own style.’’ –Jane)
– Comparisons of oneself to others or to group norms (e.g., ‘‘I would see people that
were terrible teachers and I would think ‘oh, I could explain what they’re trying to explain
much better than this.’ That was where I got my conﬁdence from, actually.’’–Ruthe)
– Student comments in the form of informal messages and student evaluations (e.g.,
‘‘The ﬁrst time I taught in a class, whenever a class went well, I knew I was a good teacher
because the students told me so. So it was not my stupid opinion I was relying on. A lot of
students were telling me this.’’–Leonard)
– Teaching awards (e.g., ‘‘getting the awards has helped me because the awards just feel
like, you know, markers of success – that even if I teach a slew of bad classes, I know I
can teach good classes.’’–Jane)
– Less explicit social messages (e.g., ‘‘It boosts my conﬁdence because [other professors]come to me, and I’m assuming they have some reason to come to me. I mean, why
would they come to somebody they thought was a lousy teacher and ask them to give them
some pointers on teaching?’’–Kristine)
– Nervousness (e.g., ‘‘Being nervous would let me know that I was concerned about being
effective. I was not nervous, I would be concerned. I would be effective. The nervousness
was a good thing. It reafﬁrmed the conﬁdence.’’–James)
– Positive physiological states (e.g., ‘‘In grad school, I would go and do this recitation section for an hour, and I would leave it feeling energized and that was one of the things that
really convinced me I wanted to go into teaching. .. I felt like ‘this is something I’m good at.
The students are really glad I’m here. I’m doing a good job.’’’–Stephen)

judgments. Simply the knowledge that ‘‘I’ve done it before’’ gave
instructors some indication of their present capabilities. For Winston, the information provided by his combined failures and successes was most valuable:
You know how to time the class. You know it’s going to go into
an hour and you know where to hit the discussion points. You
know where to hit the jokes or the stories. That’s experience
. . . obviously the more you do it, the better it’s going to be.
Winston and others were able to translate past experiences into
pedagogical knowledge, which in turn inﬂuenced their sense of
efﬁcacy.
Many professors indicated that their teaching self-efﬁcacy was
bolstered by signs that students understood course material and
were actively engaged (e.g., asking questions, challenging the
instructor). Cues that students were interested in the course (e.g.,
sending emails to the professor, coming to ofﬁce hours, talking
with the professor after class) or uninterested (e.g., leaving in the
middle of class or failing to appear at all) were also cited as indexes
of instructional effectiveness.
In addition, professors interpreted students’ body language,
both positive (e.g., looking up, smiling, laughing, nodding) and negative (e.g., sleeping, reading newspapers), as they evaluated their
teaching performance. Some even construed negative body language in positive ways. For example, Lawrence knew a class was
going well when students
asked interested questions, and interesting questions. They
leave the class smiling. Attendance is good at an 8:30 class,
and as much as they can at 8:30, they’re awake. Their eyes
are open, they’re looking at the front of the classroom, that’s a

 Deﬁnition of a ‘‘good teacher’’
 Consistency of success or failure

 Availability of models
 Model similarity
 Model effort

 Perceived sincerity of persuasion
 Perceived credibility of persuader
 Consistency of persuasions

 Ability to self-regulate states

huge indicator right there. And I know I’m not turning them
on when they start to nod off.
James knew he was on track when he saw that students were
‘‘ﬂushed’’ or ‘‘sucking [their] teeth’’ when exploring controversial
materials. Such was a good sign ‘‘in the sense that they were paying attention.’’ In his study of accomplished professors, Bain (2004)
noted that body language was a critical component of performance
evaluation. Other researchers have also reported that students’
nonverbal responsiveness inﬂuences college instructors’ sense of
efﬁcacy (Mottet, Beebe, Raffeld, & Medlock, 2004).
Some professors we interviewed viewed the accomplishments
of their students, such as performances on exams or later professional and personal successes, as the best indicator of their teaching efﬁcacy. For James, teaching is ‘‘not just giving information
about a subject matter; it’s teaching the whole person and making
that person better in some way.’’ He spoke at length about how his
teaching self-efﬁcacy was based largely on his students’ academic
and occupational success. The inﬂuence of students’ attainments
on teaching self-efﬁcacy varied according to how many students
succeeded or failed, however. For example, Stephen mentioned
that he only begins to question his teaching capabilities when
‘‘more than three [students] don’t do as well as I would like them
to do’’ on ﬁnal exams. Guskey (1987) similarly found that teachers
felt less personal responsibility for the failures of one student than
for the failures of a group of students, and thus were less likely to
report a decrease in their teaching self-efﬁcacy.
Self-efﬁcacy judgments were also linked to how knowledgeable
professors felt in their particular content area. Leonard expressed
his conviction that the instructor should be ‘‘the knowledge expert’’ and described feeling inefﬁcacious in situations where his
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content knowledge was tenuous. In fact, content mastery was central to most participants’ self-efﬁcacy. As Kristine put it, ‘‘part of
the conﬁdence of teaching is that you feel very strongly that you
know the material. To me that’s basic.’’ Stephen was certain that
his self-efﬁcacy would be much lower if he were asked to teach a
course tangential to his expertise. As this observation attests,
teaching self-efﬁcacy must be viewed as subject-matter speciﬁc:
Content knowledge is so central to individuals’ teaching self-efﬁcacy that instructors may believe themselves capable of teaching
one subject well but not another (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998).
Researchers have similarly found that preservice K-12 teachers
who had completed extensive content-speciﬁc coursework (i.e.,
science) during their schooling reported higher conﬁdence for
teaching science than did those who had taken fewer content area
classes (Enochs et al., 1995).
In addition to content knowledge, professors indicated that
their self-efﬁcacy was inﬂuenced by their pedagogical knowledge,
deﬁned as the ‘‘principles and strategies of classroom management
and organization that appear to transcend subject matter’’ (Shulman, 1987, p. 8). As Marie aptly put it, ‘‘there’s this bridge between
mastering the content and being able to teach content.’’ As previously discussed, pedagogical knowledge can be gleaned from past
experiences. Four professors reported that serving on teaching-related committees enabled them to share pedagogical ideas and enhanced or reafﬁrmed their self-efﬁcacy. For Virginia, being
involved in such groups helped her ‘‘learn strategies’’ that enhanced her conﬁdence because she could ‘‘really see how [a given
technique] is going to work the next time I teach this class.’’ Professional development programs that strengthen instructors’ pedagogical skills have been shown elsewhere to enhance teaching
self-efﬁcacy (Chacon, 2005; Henson, 2001).
5.1.2. Vicarious experiences
Several professors listed vicarious experiences as the most powerful inﬂuence on their teaching self-efﬁcacy. However, relatively
few could think of many events in which the success or failure of
a model directly inﬂuenced their beliefs about their own teaching
capabilities. This is not to say that professors did not beneﬁt from
vicarious learning opportunities, however. Many claimed that
observing capable teachers offered an opportunity to learn techniques and strategies to employ as well as those to avoid. Several
also indicated that they made referential comparisons to peers
when assessing their teaching efﬁcacy. Factors such as model similarity and availability inﬂuenced participants’ selection of and
attention to vicarious experiences.
Participants’ self-efﬁcacy was most commonly enhanced when
they had opportunities to learn better instructional strategies
and techniques by observing other instructors. Such vicarious
learning events equipped participants with better teaching skills,
which in turn enhanced their teaching self-efﬁcacy beliefs. Jane described the relationship between this type of vicarious learning
and her perceived pedagogical skill:
The strongest inﬂuence on my conﬁdence has been teachers
who I had. When I started teaching, what I did was model
myself on people who had taught me at college, who I thought
were good teachers, who had taught me a lot. And then
slowly as the years went on, out of that modeling came my
own style.
By latching onto the techniques that proved successful in a
model’s classroom, professors like Jane were able to incorporate
these tools in their own teaching. Of course, participants learned
not only from the strategies of successful models but from those
of unsuccessful models. When asked how he would avoid becoming ‘‘like a lousy teacher [he] had,’’ Leonard replied, ‘‘Very simple.
You don’t do all the bad things that they did.’’
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Individuals are particularly inﬂuenced by models who they perceive as similar to themselves (Bandura, 1997). One such salient
experience came to Virginia by way of her own father’s lesson to
her about persevering in the face of setbacks. After being ‘‘gently
let go from his ﬁrst teaching job,’’ her father became
a ﬁne teacher – someone who really loved teaching and who
was much loved. My father’s experience certainly gave me the
sense that one could do very bad things as a teacher and recover
from them . . .. Had I not had that family background, there’s a
good likelihood that after the difﬁculties I had my ﬁrst couple
of years in English, I wouldn’t have gone back. I would have just
thought, ‘‘You know, I can’t do this. I’m just bad at this.’’
Virginia’s father served as a coping model, persevering in the
face of setbacks and failures, rather than as a mastery model
who appeared to perform ﬂawlessly. Such models are especially
powerful because they demonstrate how obstacles can be overcome through perseverance (Bandura, 1997; Schunk, 1987).
Professors also relied on referential comparisons made when
they evaluated their own performances against those of their peers
and colleagues. For example, Ruthe recalled that she ‘‘would see
people that were terrible teachers, and I would think, ‘Oh, I could
explain what they’re trying to explain much better than this.’ That
was where I got my conﬁdence from, actually.’’ Professors
acknowledged that making social comparisons provided a useful
point of reference for interpreting their own teaching experiences
and student feedback (e.g., course evaluations). The use of referential comparisons as a tool for self-evaluation may be particularly
necessary in the context of college teaching where few objective
measures of one’s capabilities are available (Fives & Looney, 2009).
Many professors saw few opportunities to watch others teach.
Consequently, they often relied on secondhand information from
colleagues, such as descriptions of how classes were going or about
the student evaluations colleagues had received. As Lawrence remarked, ‘‘I never saw my colleagues teach. They’d be telling stories
about this difﬁculty of classroom management and reading, or that
students are not coming to class.’’ Although our participants certainly attempted to compare their own performances to those of
their peers via available information, rarely did they recall the sort
of direct vicarious experience that Bandura (1997) hypothesized
would most inﬂuence self-efﬁcacy.
5.1.3. Social persuasions
In addition to mastery experiences, social persuasions appeared
to be a powerful source of professors’ teaching self-efﬁcacy, as has
been reported in research with teachers in both K-12 and university settings (Capa Aydin & Woolfolk Hoy, 2005; Heppner, 1994;
Poulou, 2007). Persuasive messages in the form of teaching awards,
student evaluations, direct comments, and implicit social messages
provided college professors with valuable information about their
teaching skills. Consistent with Bandura’s (1997) postulates, professors generally placed more import on persuasions from observers they believed were sincere and knowledgeable, such as former
students.
We were not surprised to ﬁnd that participants commonly referred to their teaching awards when identifying the most powerful inﬂuence on their self-efﬁcacy. Jane explained that ‘‘getting the
awards has helped me because the awards just feel like, you know,
markers of success – that even if I teach a slew of bad classes, I
know I can teach good classes.’’ Receiving the award ultimately
helped Jane to make adaptive interpretations of other capabilityrelated information. The effect of teaching awards on self-efﬁcacy
seemed most palpable for the female professors in the study. Leonard and James similarly described their awards as something ‘‘difﬁcult to get’’ and thus central sources of their conﬁdence as
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instructors. Interestingly, however, none of the remaining professors, who were the four White men in the study, identiﬁed awards
as a powerful source. When questioned speciﬁcally about their
awards, these professors ascribed them little or no inﬂuence on
their self-efﬁcacy. For example, when asked whether receiving
his ﬁrst award affected his conﬁdence, Lawrence responded, ‘‘None
of the teaching awards did that for me. By that time I knew that I
could teach.’’
This ﬁnding might in part reﬂect the disproportionate conferral
of teaching awards in academia to White men (Menges, 1996). As
an African American, James viewed the formal recognition of a
teaching award as a sure sign of his capability as a teacher.
In the situation that I was in, Black and male and by that time
concentrating on African American materials, to get those
awards was not easy . . . and that reafﬁrmed that somebody
would speak strongly about me to do that.
Receiving teaching awards may hold particular meaning for female and non-White professors who have faced a history of discrimination in research universities (Leap, 1993). Researchers
with larger sample sizes could evaluate whether or not this indeed
the case.
Aside from teaching awards, professors commonly cited student
evaluations as inﬂuential efﬁcacy-building factors, although they
differed in the importance they placed on numeric versus written
evaluative feedback. Ruthe explained that ‘‘the numbers don’t
mean a lot to me’’ but that written comments are helpful in diagnosing and correcting problems in her instruction. Lawrence, on
the other hand, saw numeric evaluations as a more objective tool
that could be used to judge his competency as well as his progress.
As previously noted, professors also used these evaluations to compare their performance with those of other instructors.
It bears noting that many professors regarded formal student
evaluations with a healthy degree of suspicion. Some pointed to
students’ tendency to rate popular professors highly or to assign
lower evaluations to professors whose end-of-term work load
was heavier. Winston referenced research that demonstrated a
favorable evaluative bias from students who expected to receive
better grades (Isley & Singh, 2005). Because many professors were
aware of such biases, receiving a few negative evaluations did not
always lower their self-efﬁcacy. In fact, some construed negative
feedback as evidence that their class was appropriately rigorous.
Discussing his past evaluations, Lawrence admitted that ‘‘there
are some students who give me 1s [out of 9] on things and, you
know, I’m kind of proud of those 1s.’’ Pausing to laugh, he shrugged
and said, ‘‘It shows actually that this was tough for some students,
so that’s alright.’’
Participants also described direct comments that inﬂuenced
their teaching self-efﬁcacy. Usually, these persuasive messages
came from students. For example, Ruthe indicated that ‘‘students’
words of appreciation’’ were the most powerful source of her
teaching self-efﬁcacy.
It could be an evaluation, it could be a card, it could be a phone
call . . . students’ words of appreciation that they’ve ﬁgured
something out or that they’ve learned something or that I did
a good job or worked hard.
Implicit social messages could be similarly powerful. Kristine
explained that being asked for her advice on teaching conveyed
others’ beliefs in her instructional ability.
It boosts my conﬁdence because they come to me, and I’m
assuming they have some reason to come to me. I mean, why
would they come to somebody they thought was a lousy teacher and ask them to give them some pointers on teaching?

Many professors recalled encouraging experiences early in their
careers when they were asked to teach a difﬁcult course. Jane described such an experience as ‘‘conﬁdence coming from the outside, rather than a feeling of conﬁdence from inside. I did feel
[like], they think I could do this job, and that was an important spur
for me.’’ Novice teachers with few experiences and tools for selfevaluation often rely on the assessments of others when forming
their beliefs about their teaching efﬁcacy (Bandura, 1997).
The strength of social messages often depended on the perceived sincerity of the messenger (Bandura, 1997). For example,
Kristine was especially attentive to students’ comments when
‘‘class is over and they don’t need a recommendation.’’ Persuasions
received secondhand were also perceived as more sincere. Jane recalled a time when a friend reported overhearing a student say that
Jane always made class interesting. That, she said, ‘‘actually meant
an awful lot to me because it was completely unsolicited. It was an
overheard comment. It was pure chance that [the student spoke to
a colleague who] knew me, and that moment sticks in my mind
and I think it helped me.’’ Hearing from administrators, colleagues,
or even parents that students had sung their praises typically left
an indelible mark on professors’ conﬁdence.
Lastly, when messages conveyed information about students’
subsequent attainments, they were particularly powerful because
they functioned as both social persuasions and mastery experiences. For example, knowing that her French instruction had
helped students succeed in graduate-level courses or during
their travels in France boosted Marie’s teaching self-efﬁcacy.
She was particularly moved when a student told her, ‘‘I was so
scared to take French. I thought I would be so bad at it, and I
found out I was really good.’’ Situations such as this provide a
clear illustration of reciprocal social cognitive processes: Through
successful instruction, Marie raised her student’s conﬁdence (by
providing her student with an opportunity for mastery). Her student in turn expressed gratitude by attributing her own success
to Marie’s instruction (a social persuasion for Marie). Both teacher’s and student’s self-efﬁcacy were raised, as has been reported in quantitative studies (e.g., Anderson, Greene, &
Loewen, 1988).
5.1.4. Physiological and affective states
Although few professors identiﬁed physiological and affective
states as the most inﬂuential source of their teaching self-efﬁcacy,
many described how their physiological states conveyed important
information about their skill at teaching. In some cases, professors
interpreted their affective arousal as an index of how well, or
poorly, they were teaching. Typically, they construed feelings of
nervousness in neutral or even positive ways, viewing it as normative and transforming it into an adaptive physiological state.
Professors typically interpreted their psychosomatic arousal
while teaching as an indication that their instruction was effective.
For example, when asked how he knew that a class discussion had
been successful, Lawrence responded, ‘‘I don’t think I have any
reﬂective clues, so it’s not something I think about. It’s more of sort
of a visceral response.’’ Stephen’s self-efﬁcacy was enhanced in situations where he found himself ‘‘feeding off of the energy of the
crowd.’’ Reading the energy of the classroom not only provided
him with a sense of teaching efﬁcacy, but also with direction during his years as a novice instructor:
I remember that I could be very tired and worn out by the day. I
would go and do this recitation section for an hour, and I would
leave it feeling energized, and that was one of the things that
really convinced me I wanted to go into teaching . . . I felt like,
This is something I’m good at. The students are really glad I’m here.
I’m doing a good job.
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As they do with information from any of the four hypothesized
sources of self-efﬁcacy, people can construe a given physiological
state in multiple ways (Bandura, 1997). Stephen tended to interpret somatic information as a positive rather than a negative index
of his capability, and he felt more conﬁdent as a result.
Participants were aware of ﬂuctuations in their physiological
arousal, but they did not interpret this arousal as a sign of their
inefﬁcacy. For example, most professors readily acknowledged that
they still dealt with feelings of nervousness, particularly on the
ﬁrst day of class, but none indicated that such states lowered their
teaching self-efﬁcacy. In fact, many professors were able to transform their anxiety into performance-enhancing physiological arousal. Clara’s description best encapsulates this transformation.
[Feeling nervous at the beginning of my art history courses]
kind of gets my adrenaline going . . .. Before I speak I’m a little
unnerved, but it’s almost like getting into a zone, it’s like being
transported. Once I’m doing that, and talking about what’s up
there, I mean, I can think, ‘‘I am so tired,’’ and ‘‘I don’t want to
do anything,’’ and I get in front of the classroom, and it just
takes over.
Researchers have reported that highly successful individuals
may interpret somatic information more adaptively. For example,
high-achieving students have been shown to interpret the physiological arousal associated with taking a test as facilitative rather
than debilitative (Hollandsworth, Glazeski, Kirkland, Jones, & Van
Norman, 1979). The professors in our study similarly regarded nervousness as ‘‘a positive thing,’’ ‘‘a normal feeling,’’ and thus something that made them believe that they were approaching class as
they should. As Ruthe explained, ‘‘It’s not a pleasant-in-your-stomach feeling, but it gives me conﬁdence that I’m myself.’’ In this
sense professors may be likened to accomplished actors who attribute their initial anxiety ‘‘to normative situational reactions rather
than to personal deﬁciencies’’ (Bandura, 1997, p. 109).
The ability to regulate their own physiological and affective
states also made professors more self-efﬁcacious. Leonard described being able to block out the negative events of the day by
taking ‘‘on a different self.’’ In this process, which Winograd
(2003) compared to a deep level of acting, expert teachers manipulate their affective states to their beneﬁt. To alter or enhance his
physiological and affective states, Leonard would have a good meal
before class or would dress himself in a tie or a jacket to prepare
mentally. ‘‘I feel that being professionally attired gives a boost to
my conﬁdence . . . I always felt that I was better; I felt better going
in attire that was professional.’’ Marie, on the other hand, ‘‘shut the
door’’ on her feelings when she walked into the classroom. Whatever their approach, participants seemed to have numerous strategies for striking an emotional and psychological balance before
entering the classroom. Researchers have similarly found that K12 teachers who were best able to regulate their emotions felt
most effective in the classroom (Sutton, Mudrey-Camino, & Knight,
2009).
In sum, mastery experiences and social persuasions provided
the most powerful capability-related information, but vicarious
experiences and physiological and affective states also inﬂuenced
professors’ teaching self-efﬁcacy. Professors took into account the
context and frequency of a given experience when assessing its relevance to their teaching capabilities.
5.2. Sensitive periods in the development of teaching self-efﬁcacy
Woolfolk Hoy (2004) hypothesized that college instructors who
had positive experiences as novices would be more resilient in the
face of future obstacles. Unsuccessful early experiences, she argued, ‘‘can direct graduate students away from the professoriate’’
(p. 3). Others have also found that early experiences may hold spe-
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cial signiﬁcance for how one’s teaching self-efﬁcacy fares over time
(Burton et al., 2005; Heppner, 1994). Consequently, we sought to
explore the periods in professors’ lives that they deemed signiﬁcant for their teaching self-efﬁcacy. We also invited professors to
assess the degree to which their teaching self-efﬁcacy beliefs had
‘‘solidiﬁed’’ by asking them to consider whether they had developed ‘‘a stable and accurate sense of personal efﬁcacy’’ (Bandura,
1997, p. 170).
Participants regarded their earliest experiences in teaching-related roles as crucial in their self-efﬁcacy development. Marie
pointed out that ‘‘the most powerful [inﬂuence on my self-efﬁcacy]
was having a very successful ﬁrst teaching experience my very ﬁrst
semester. It felt satisfying, and I felt I had done a good job.’’ Others
described indexes of initial success such as the ‘‘ﬂow of the classroom,’’ positive student evaluations, a particular useful strategy,
and praise from students and supervisors. James, who began his
teaching career in a K-12 school, regarded his six-week student
teaching experience as particularly profound to his development.
‘‘Going into it,’’ he recalled, ‘‘I was worried. I didn’t have conﬁdence. When I came out of the six-week period I had conﬁdence.
And it has only gone up since then. It has never gone down.’’
Most participants indicated that their teaching self-efﬁcacy had
solidiﬁed within the ﬁrst four years of their professional career,
and some claimed that it had stabilized even before they became
professors. Early in his career William realized, ‘‘This conﬁdence
thing stuck at some point and it isn’t going anywhere.’’ His experience exempliﬁes Bandura’s (1997) observation that once a healthy
self-efﬁcacy is developed, ‘‘occasional failures or setbacks are unlikely to undermine beliefs in one’s capabilities’’ (p. 82). ‘‘There’s a
difference,’’ William contended, ‘‘between the creation of something and its validation.’’ Whereas initial teaching experiences
may have launched participants’ self-efﬁcacy, subsequent positive
information was usually characterized as having a ‘‘reafﬁrming’’ effect. Stephen noted that receiving praise from students made him
more conﬁdent earlier in his career, but ‘‘nowadays it’s more just
like a reafﬁrmation.’’
Our ﬁndings suggest that within a few years of entry into their
career, most professors arrived at a more stable perception of their
instructional capabilities, at which point their self-beliefs were
much less susceptible to ﬂuctuations based on a bad experience
or negative comment. Pajares (1992) noted that teachers’ beliefs
at early stages of their career serve as ﬁlters through which teachers process new experiences. Information that is inconsistent with
one’s preexisting self-beliefs is typically dismissed, whereas information congruent with one’s self-beliefs is ‘‘readily noticed, given
signiﬁcance, and remembered’’ (Bandura, 1997, p. 82). Thus, not
only does capability-related information appear to be particularly
potent during initial learning, it also becomes an important heuristic through which individuals interpret subsequent events. For this
reason, scholars have expressed concern that university instructors
who experience early failure may be caught in a downward spiral
with regard to their self-efﬁcacy beliefs (Burton et al., 2005; Heppner, 1994).
The effect of early successes on teaching self-efﬁcacy over time
was reiterated by several participants. Clara explained, ‘‘If I hadn’t
started off so well, I wouldn’t have much conﬁdence at all. I mean, I
really feel sorry for people who were never TAs for as long a time as
I was because it was very helpful.’’ Kristine, who admitted that her
self-efﬁcacy had not solidiﬁed until she was eight to ten years into
her professorship, felt that she would have gained a lot from early
instructional support. Reﬂecting on her career, she added, ‘‘I think
the early years are important. And maybe I could have gained conﬁdence more quickly if there had been, you know, teaching effectiveness workshops and things like that. Or more discussions
about teaching.’’ Given this ﬁnding and the many beneﬁts of
instructors’ self-efﬁcacy for the successful functioning of their
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classroom, universities might be better-served by efforts to enhance novice instructors’ competencies and their efﬁcacy beliefs.
Appraisals of one’s efﬁcacy are largely contingent on contextual
factors (Bandura, 1997). For this reason, radical changes in the context in which teaching takes place (e.g., location, student demographic, content area) should be expected to lead to changes in
one’s perceived efﬁcacy. This is indeed what we found with Jane,
who had experience teaching undergraduate students in three
countries. Jane argued that it was difﬁcult to think of her conﬁdence as having stabilized at all. ‘‘If you change institutions, and
I changed countries, it’s a whole new context. I think at least to
some degree you renegotiate your conﬁdence with new people,
new expectations, and new institutions.’’ Jane’s comments offer
an important reminder that self-efﬁcacy beliefs are strongly connected to the context in which teachers work and may ﬂuctuate
accordingly (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). Such changes in the
teaching environment led some professors to reassess their
instructional capabilities; for most, however, self-efﬁcacy typically
stabilized within a short period of time.
5.3. Interpretations of negative events
We were lastly concerned with how the award-winning professors in our study handled the less-than-optimal experiences that
occur in the course of even the most talented teacher’s duties. All
participants admitted to having dealt with setbacks and disappointments in their teaching career, but William’s comment nicely
summarizes what most told us. ‘‘When something not as positive
happens, maybe I just interpret it in such a way so that it doesn’t
touch my conﬁdence.’’ Like William, most participants described
a tendency to interpret negative capability-related information in
a manner that did not lower their teaching self-efﬁcacy. For example, Lawrence said he took personal blame when a class did not go
as well as expected but quickly added, ‘‘it never really shakes my
conﬁdence because I know as soon as it happens I think about what
I would have done. It makes me think I could do it.’’ Leonard described his process of framing even more explicitly:
I have a big feedback box in my mind where I put all of these
together so that the next time I do it I won’t do it again. I use
these negative comments as good solid feedback that would
help me improve, not dip my conﬁdence. So rather than feeling
that, Oh, I cannot do this, I have the feeling that I should do it this
way the next time.
By approaching negative information diagnostically, participants were more likely to be successful in their subsequent teaching endeavors, and thus to bolster their perceived capability. In this
way, self-efﬁcacy may be enhanced simply because the negative
experience led to the adoption of more effective strategies (Anderson & Jennings, 1980).
Psychologist Howard Gardner (1997) referred to the ability to
construe challenges in the best possible light as ‘‘framing’’ (p.
149). He maintained that, when dealing with negative events, successful people
see not so much the bright side of a setback as the learning
opportunity it offers . . .. It is the capacity to ﬁnd meaning—
and even uplift—in an apparently negative experience that fuels
one to face life conﬁdently and effectively. (pp. 149–152)
Successful individuals focused not on what inabilities led to
their failure but rather on what skills would ensure future success.
As the examples above illustrate, our participants appeared to be
expert framers who channeled difﬁculties in the most fruitful
ways.
Examining the attributions professors made to negative events
offers another useful explanatory lens. Weiner (1972) has

contended that motivation and affect are inﬂuenced by the attributions people make for their experiences, particularly when those
experiences are negative. When professors attributed negative
teaching experiences to external factors beyond their control, they
typically ignored the information, thereby preserving their teaching self-efﬁcacy. For example, in response to a student who constantly disrupted her class, Virginia told herself, ‘‘This is not about
me, this is not about my classroom, this is not something I’m going
to be able to ﬁx.’’ The realization that she was not the cause of
the problem freed her to reﬂect on the experience as something
other than an indicator of her teaching competence. As a result,
she suffered no loss of conﬁdence and was able to direct her energy
elsewhere. When a particular group of students seemed disengaged, professors attributed the lack of participation to external,
uncontrollable factors such as the class’s ‘‘personality’’ rather than
to their own teaching. As Lawrence observed, ‘‘Classes do have personalities, sure. There’s things you can’t control. But I guess I never
worried about that. I used to think that it was sort of out of my control and so you do the best you can.’’
Professors did not blindly ignore unfavorable information, however, particularly when it surfaced repeatedly. For instance, if several classes had ‘‘bad chemistry’’ or most students performed
poorly on assessments or wrote negative evaluations, they were
more likely to take responsibility and to view these experiences
as opportunities to learn and grow as instructors (see Guskey,
1987). When the cause of a problem was viewed as internal and
uncontrollable, lower self-efﬁcacy ensued. Virginia admitted that
‘‘the things that really diminish my conﬁdence are the things that
I’m not really sure how to address, personal vices that I haven’t
been able to get under control.’’ Indeed, Bandura (1997) acknowledged that self-efﬁcacy could be lowered when individuals attributed their experiences to internal but uncontrollable causes.
These results point to the necessity for professors to feel conﬁdent not only in their instructional capability, but also in their
capability to exercise self-regulatory control over the inevitable
problems that arise. Lawrence described himself as self-efﬁcacious
not only because of his past successes, but also because ‘‘in the past
when [things did not go well] I’ve been able to make some kind of
adjustment that ﬁxed whatever the problem was.’’ A sense of conﬁdence in his problem-solving capabilities served to carry him
through difﬁcult times. By contrast, Virginia’s doubt in her ability
to regulate her ‘‘personal vices’’ could occasionally endanger her
teaching conﬁdence. Teachers’ self-efﬁcacy for self-regulation may
work in tandem with their instructional self-efﬁcacy to optimize
their teaching competence, and this may be particularly true during moments of difﬁculty.
Qualitative inquiry permits researchers to analyze emergent
patterns from data that may have been unexpected at the study
outset. During our analyses, we were surprised to ﬁnd that half
of our participants—in all cases women—emphasized the importance of the help they received from others as they made sense
of teaching challenges. These women described the value they
placed on input from colleagues, friends, family members, or
supervisors, particularly in the face of challenges. Rather than face
a problem in isolation, they engaged in a co-explanatory process
with others, who helped them to make external attributions for
negative experiences that would in turn safeguard their conﬁdence
(e.g., ‘‘[Your students] don’t know what they’re talking about;’’ ‘‘It
is not about you;’’ ‘‘Ultimately it really is out of [your] control;’’
‘‘[This negative event] wasn’t because [you are] a monster’’). One
story Ruthe told us aptly illustrates this process. Ruthe recalled a
particular day that she received harsh criticism from a co-instructor. She was furious and confessed that it ‘‘would have destroyed
my conﬁdence except I had two colleagues, the chairman and a
friend, who put it into perspective. A colleague putting it into
context is really important.’’ Like Ruthe, the women in our study
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appeared to incur a social beneﬁt from soliciting help from others
as they framed negative experiences and took an appropriate
response.
If, as Gilligan (1982) put forth, women are more relationshiporiented than are men, they may be more likely to consider the
opinions of others in judging their own capabilities. Indeed, Zeldin
et al. (2008) found that women in math-related careers were inﬂuenced more by social persuasions than were men in such ﬁelds. In
studies of academic self-efﬁcacy, female students tend to report
stronger social persuasions than do their male counterparts (Lent,
Lopez, Brown, & Gore, 1996; Lopez & Lent, 1992; Usher & Pajares,
2006). Future investigations may examine whether women tend to
engage more socially as they are developing and maintaining their
conﬁdence in teaching at the university level.

6. Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to explore the ways in which
award-winning professors at research universities developed and
maintained their sense of teaching efﬁcacy. To this end, we focused
on the sources that professors identiﬁed as most inﬂuential in the
evolution of their self-efﬁcacy. We also attempted to understand
the developmental trajectory of professors’ teaching self-efﬁcacy
and to explore how these award-winning teachers interpreted
the occasional challenges and setbacks that came their way.
Our ﬁndings revealed that professors pointed to successful
teaching experiences and positive evaluative feedback from students as the most powerful inﬂuences on their teaching self-efﬁcacy. Pajares (2006) suggested that the best way to boost selfefﬁcacy is by helping individuals achieve mastery experiences
through their own skill development. Participants described gaining conﬁdence as a result of taking part in such training and structured teaching experiences. These experiences enhanced
professors’ pedagogical skills as well as their content knowledge,
both of which fed professors’ sense of teaching efﬁcacy over time.
Many of the professors in our study also recalled the conﬁdence
they had gained from having been exposed to proﬁcient teaching
models. Others pointed to the detrimental effects of a lack of available models at the university level, an observation advanced by
researchers as well (Fives & Looney, 2009). Inviting proﬁcient
teaching models to participate in professional development exercises could enhance instructors’ self-efﬁcacy (Bruce & Ross,
2008). Several professors in our study sought to learn better
instructional strategies by observing the expert instructors with
whom they worked. Universities might encourage teaching teams
or partnerships to facilitate such observational opportunities, particularly for graduate instructors and junior faculty members.
Bandura’s (1997) broad characterization of the sources of selfefﬁcacy made it relatively easy for us to categorize much of our
data in terms of his four hypothesized sources. On the other hand,
we found that the manner in which professors described the
sources of their teaching conﬁdence was rarely in terms of only
one type of efﬁcacy-relevant information. The interpretation of
success in past teaching performances (mastery experiences) was
sometimes informed by the positive comments professors received
from supervisors and students (social persuasions). The boost in
self-efﬁcacy that some experience after having observed model
teachers (vicarious experiences) was often related to the pedagogical skills they had attained as a result of the observation (mastery
experiences). Professors obtained more information from their student evaluations (social persuasions) by comparing their numeric
scores to the scores earned by their colleagues (vicarious experience). Finally, some professors made favorable interpretations of
their students’ engagement (mastery experiences) in terms of their
own visceral responses and emotions (physiological and affective
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states), and this combined information enhanced their self-efﬁcacy. These ﬁndings point to the need for researchers to exercise
caution when imposing a rigid categorical structure on the sources
of self-efﬁcacy, which themselves are complex social cognitive
phenomena that are often inextricably linked (A. Bandura, personal
communication, October 15, 2009). A qualitative approach enabled
us to capture these multiple and complex sources of efﬁcacy information in ways that traditional quantitative approaches typically
cannot.
Scholars who wish to investigate the antecedents of teaching
self-efﬁcacy should carefully consider how they will deﬁne and
measure the sources, particularly when describing their relative
weight. Ignoring the interactive nature of the sources may lead
researchers to faulty conclusions. Our ﬁndings suggest that, at least
in the context of college teaching, appraisals of past performance
are almost always informed by social persuasions. For example,
when asked why his ﬁrst teaching experiences were so critical to
his self-efﬁcacy, James replied, ‘‘I did it. Experience. I had never
had the experience before. I did it and I learned that I did it well.’’
However, when asked how he knew that he had done well, James
shrugged, ‘‘They told me I did it well. Students told me. Those who
observed me told me that I did it well.’’ In such cases, researchers
will have more difﬁculty isolating the unique effects of any one
source.
Assessing the sources of self-efﬁcacy may be particularly challenging in domains such as teaching, where the primary task is
inherently social. Whether in an elementary school or university
classroom, instructors cannot measure their competence, their efﬁcacy, using a yardstick or a stopwatch; they must rely instead on
their interactions with others to assess whether or not they have
achieved their goals. Our ﬁndings reveal that the information on
which this assessment is based is complex and multifaceted, not
always easily classiﬁed as emanating from one distinct source or
another (see also Usher, 2009; Usher & Pajares, 2008). It may be
less instructive for scholars to assess the relative weight of types
of sources than to evaluate the independent contribution of speciﬁc experiences to individuals’ self-efﬁcacy. For example, professional development efforts may be enhanced by research that
illuminates the most effective teaching models. Perhaps less may
be gained from efforts to document the differential inﬂuence of
vicarious and mastery experiences.
We also took the opportunity to investigate award-winning
professors’ retrospective accounts of changes in their teaching conﬁdence over the years. We found that professors typically developed conﬁdence in their teaching capabilities early on, most
within their ﬁrst four years of teaching, and that their efﬁcacy
judgments were henceforth relatively stable. Greater attention to
this sensitive period during which individuals form and solidify
their self-beliefs is warranted. The early training and professional
development of college instructors may be a critical factor in their
teaching self-efﬁcacy and in their decision to pursue a career in the
academy (Heppner, 1994; Woolfolk Hoy, 2004). Unfortunately,
implementation of teaching-related professional development efforts has been lacking in institutions of higher education (Cowan,
George, & Pinheiro-Torres, 2004).
One might conclude that our data regarding the relative plateau
of self-efﬁcacy beliefs after several years is an artifact of the expert
professors selected for this study. However, even among these experts, several professors described ﬂuctuations in their teaching
conﬁdence over the years as a result of changes in the contextual
demands of teaching. This ﬁnding should serve as an important reminder of the reciprocal interaction between teaching self-efﬁcacy
and local conditions (Bandura, 1993). Self-efﬁcacy does not exist in
a vacuum; changes in environmental demands often require a reevaluation of one’s efﬁcacy to handle them. When professors are
asked to teach courses outside of their primary area of expertise,
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to take on large lectures or small seminars with which they have
less experience, or to teach a group of students with whom they
have never worked (e.g., undergraduates vs. graduates, majors vs.
non-majors), they are required to renegotiate their self-efﬁcacy.
University support at such times could help ensure a smoother
adjustment.
As previously discussed, the pedagogical preparation of university instructors varies substantially from one institution to the
next. This is particularly troublesome because courses and experiences in pedagogy have generally been found to raise the graduate
students’ teaching self-efﬁcacy (Burton et al., 2005; Prieto & Altmaier, 1994; Prieto & Meyers, 1999). Most participants in the present
study described being ‘‘thrown into the ﬁre’’ for their ﬁrst instructional experiences. Having the right tools to approach initial teaching experiences may make individuals’ early success more likely
and in turn bolster their nascent self-efﬁcacy beliefs.
The last major ﬁnding to emerge from the study was that
award-winning professors typically had a self-serving bias when
interpreting events related to their teaching. Positive events could
raise their teaching self-efﬁcacy, but negative events were unlikely
to lower it. As humans typically do, these professors attributed
negative events in such a way as to preserve their positive self-image (Weiner, 1986). Remarkably, however, even when professors
believed their failures were due to internal, controllable factors,
they suffered no loss of self-efﬁcacy. As writer Louis Menand
(2001) put it, individuals need ‘‘a layer of psychic insulation’’ because ‘‘if we didn’t learn how not to care our failures would destroy
us’’ (p. 84). Further research is needed to determine whether any
difference exists in the way that less conﬁdent and more conﬁdent
professors reﬂect on negative and positive information related to
their teaching skills, particularly as self-efﬁcacious teachers are
thought to reﬂect on their experiences more adaptively (Woolfolk
Hoy & Davis, 2006). If Gardner (1997) is correct, the healthy reframing of negative events demonstrated by our participants might
be one reason for their status as extraordinary teachers.

instructional excellence, omitting other criteria of excellence may
have led us to overlook other exceptional teachers.
Because it is critical for the investigator to take a central role in
the collection of qualitative data (Merriam, 1998), case studies are
potentially vulnerable to researcher bias. Although we had scholars
analyze our results from alternative theoretical perspectives, our
interviews and analysis were guided by a social cognitive orientation. As such, we may have overlooked information that would
have been reﬂected in other theories. Bias may also be present in
participants’ responses despite our efforts to triangulate data. Professors may not have been forthcoming when discussing such sensitive issues as their failures and may have been less open in
discussing certain experiences when interviewed by an investigator of a different gender or ethnic background.
Despite these limitations, this study represents an encouraging
step in the examination of the sources of teaching self-efﬁcacy,
particularly in the rarely explored context of higher education. If
previous research is any indication, teachers’ perceived competence is closely aligned with their actual competence, and future
qualitative and quantitative investigations can be used to reﬁne
understandings of how these important beliefs develop over the
course of a professor’s career. The pedagogical preparation of university instructors is a subject long overlooked in the United States,
and research on the sources of teaching self-efﬁcacy can provide
clues as to how professional learning experiences may enhance
the conﬁdence and competence of teachers in higher education.
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