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Self- Efficacy and Verbal Messages
 Academic self-efficacy refers to the beliefs students hold in their capability to carry
out academic tasks.
 One’s self-efficacy is based on one’s interpretations of four general types of
information: mastery experience, vicarious experience, emotional and
physiological states, and social persuasions (Bandura, 1997).
 Social persuasions include the evaluative verbal messages students receive from
family, teacher, peers, and others.
 Bandura noted that “it is more difficult to instill enduringly high beliefs of personal
efficacy by persuasory means alone than it is to undermine such beliefs” (p. 104),
a contention also supported by Hattie and Timperley (2007).

Table 1. Coding Categories and Definitions
Coding Category

Description

Ability

When a student is told his or her ability to complete or perform a
task is questionable.

Content

When certain material or content area makes student feel nervous
or less confident.

Corrective Feedback

When the student’s work/answers are corrected by another.

Effort

When a student’s work ethic is called into question.

Failure Foreshadowing

When a student is told that he or she will not succeed in the future.

Humiliation/Embarrassment When a student is embarrassed or humiliated in front of others.
Insult

General rude or mean comments made toward the student.

Purpose of the Study

Negation of Ability

When a student is told that he or she cannot perform a task well.

 To explore the nature of negative verbal messages that have undermined the selfefficacy beliefs of early adolescents

Social Comparison

When a student is told that he or she does not perform as well as a
fellow student.

 To analyze and compare the negative messages along the means of gender, age,
and ethnicity

Other

Any response that does not fit into the above categories.

Unclassifiable

Any response that was not able to be coded (e.g., nonsensical string
of words).

Method

 For the purpose of this study, we analyzed students’ response to the following
open-ended survey item:
“Has anyone ever said something to you that made you feel LESS
confident about yourself in [math/reading]?”
 Students who responded “Yes” (n = 712 in math; n = 714 in reading) to this
question were presented with the prompt:
“What did the person say? Use the space below to write down what
someone said to make you LESS confident about yourself in [math/
reading]. Who said it?”

Frequency of Code Assigned

 We invited 2,403 students in Grades 4-8 in the southeastern United States to
complete two surveys, on academic motivation, one related to math and the other
to reading.

 More girls (n = 417), in comparison to boys (n = 295), indicated receiving
negative messages.

Age Differences
 Middle school students reported that unfavorable social comparative
messages lowered their self-efficacy more often than did elementary
students.
Ethnicity Differences
 We found no differences in the responses of students from different ethnic
groups.

Overall Findings
 In both domains, the majority of negative messages conveyed ability or
insults.
 Peers were the most common source of negative evaluative messages in
both subjects

Conclusions

Results

Participants, Data Sources, and Procedure

Gender Differences
 Girls reported more humiliation or embarrassment than did boys in both
subjects.
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 Negative ability messages and insults were particularly damaging to
students’ sense of efficacy in reading and in mathematics.
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 Middle school students may rely more on peer messages as a gauge of
personal success. Many negative messages from peers convey their lower
comparative status relative to classmates.
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 Future research should examine the relative weight of both positive and
negative messages on students’ developing sense of efficacy
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Analysis
 Responses in both reading and math were analyzed and independently coded
using a coding system of 12 codes developed by the experimenters. Table 1
provides a description of codes.
 Inconsistent codes were reviewed and edited by the researchers to obtain at
least .90 agreement, as recommended by Miles and Huberman (1994)
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Figure 1. Sources of Negative Social Messages in Mathematics and Reading.
This figure illustrates the frequencies of different sources of negative social messages in
both reading and mathematics. Students who did not provide the source of the negative
message in reading (n = 298) and mathematics (n = 331) are excluded.
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