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Abstract: Teachers' self-efficacy levels are directly related to student reading outcomes. The theories 
that underpin what we know about self-efficacy help explain how we see these problems and how they 
are presently evaluated. Still, more research is needed on the theories present in the self-efficacy of 
preservice teachers in their literacy instruction. Based on specific inclusion criteria, we conducted a 
systematic literature review of 16 articles to identify the most prevalent theories used in the research 
on preservice teachers’ self-efficacy levels in their literacy instruction. The current relevant literature 
found four explicitly dominant theories: social cognitive, self-efficacy, sociocultural, and social 
constructionism theories, whereas several other less-dominant theories were also present in the 
literature. These theories are presented and synthesized with explicit and implicit findings. This 
contributes to the awareness of the theoretical frameworks through which we see teacher self-efficacy 
and how we can help preservice teachers evaluate their self-efficacy as literacy teachers, resulting 
in better student outcomes and higher reading achievement.  
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Understanding the theoretical frameworks that support preservice teacher self-efficacy in 
literacy instruction is essential to addressing the relationship between research and best practices in 
the classroom. This paper aims to identify the most prevalent theories underlying research 
investigating preservice teachers' self-efficacy in literacy instruction. The researchers will explore 
both explicitly stated and implied theories with an objective lens. This is worth exploring because of 
the strong positive correlation between teacher self-efficacy and student outcomes (Eells, 2011). 
Therefore, we conducted a systematic literature review to exhibit which theories are most prevalent 
in the research underlying preservice teachers' self-efficacy in literacy instruction and make 
recommendations for a better understanding of how these theories contribute to the practical 
application of teaching literacy in the classroom.  

Approximately two-thirds of our students are not reading proficiently at grade-level 
expectations (U.S. Department of Education, 2022). These low literacy rates are problematic and 
affect us all. Burk and Hasbrouk (2023) posit both data and findings that contribute to the implications 
an inability to read has on employment, economics, emotional well-being, and upward mobility in 
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life. There is raised and growing awareness of the disconnect between this research and the practice 
regarding teaching reading.  

 A teacher’s sense of self-efficacy is central to these student outcomes. Some scholars, such 
as Moats (2004) and Ashton and Webb’s (1986) findings, have affirmed that teachers’ knowledge 
and ability to apply it affects student learning. Teachers are not always privy to the knowledge needed 
to provide evidence-based reading instruction (Ellis et al., 2023). It is this underlying lack of 
knowledge that seems to have a direct impact on teachers’ levels of self-efficacy for literacy 
instruction. Moreover, we know that teachers who believe in themselves and their ability to be 
effective at their jobs positively impact student learning (Bray-Clark & Bates, 2003).  

Theory underpins much of the work done in both the teaching practice and the research in 
reading instruction. The place of theory in teaching reading and teacher efficacy is essential because 
of the direct relationship between teaching and learning and the role of teacher and student. The 
approaches adopted in teaching practices, curriculum development, behavior management, classroom 
design, error responding, and more all hinge on some theoretical positioning, either explicit or 
implicit. The many stakeholders in student education are all influenced by theoretical frameworks 
within current systems and policies (Young & Diem, 2014).  

Understandings that have emerged in the research on teacher self-efficacy over the last 
century have been bolstered by theories from other areas of study. Environment, behavior, and 
cognition theories have all contributed to the development of self-efficacy theory, which evolved 
from social cognitive theory. Both of these have been seminal works of Albert Bandura. 

SOCIAL COGNITIVE THEORY 
Social cognitive theory is derived from social learning theory in Bandura’s earlier work. The 

addition of the self-efficacy construct led social learning theory to evolve into what is now understood 
as social cognitive theory. Social cognitive theory helps us understand how our learning is affected 
by both environmental and cognitive contributing factors.  

Central to this theory is the concept of reciprocal determinism, which states that learning 
comes out of a dynamic interaction of three factors: one’s environment, the individual (with 
experiences), and one’s behavior (or response to stimuli). This model aids in understanding human 
learning and the cognitive processes that determine behavior (Bandura, 1986). One’s agency and 
control are directly affected by self-efficacy, outcome expectations, goals, and self-evaluation 
(Schunk, 2012). Bandura’s research solidified our understanding of experiential learning and clarified 
the theory’s concept of observational learning.  

SELF-EFFICACY THEORY 
Albert Bandura's social cognitive theory and his ideas around self-efficacy were first 

introduced in his 1977 article "Self-efficacy: Toward a Unifying Theory of Behavioral Change." 
From this, he identified four primary sources from which we acquire information to evaluate our self-
efficacy. These four sources are performance accomplishments, vicarious experience, verbal 
persuasion, and emotional arousal (Bandura, 1997, p. 195). From these sources, Bandura postulated 
that we go through a cognitive appraisal process that includes judgments of capability and the 
perceived strength of those judgments (Bandura, 1997).  

Bandura (1997) defined collective efficacy as a group’s shared belief in the conjoint 
capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce given levels of 
attainment. Research has shown that teachers' primary influence on student achievement is collective 



 
         J. Rushing & M. Giordano 

 

33 
Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 1, ISSN 2637-8965 

teacher efficacy, which is the most powerful contributor to a student’s literacy success in the 
classroom (Eells, 2011).  

Student outcomes and teacher behavior are related to teachers' self-efficacy levels. In 
validating their measure of teacher self-efficacy, Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk Hoy (2001) add 
that a teacher's sense of self-efficacy can also be related to student motivation and students’ sense of 
self-efficacy. Higher levels of self-efficacy positively correlate to student achievement, and teachers 
who are willing to take more risks, engage more deeply with their students, and are less critical of 
student errors result in better student outcomes (Jerald, 2007). Additionally, teachers’ efficacy levels 
guide their behaviors in the classroom. A teacher's self-efficacy beliefs influence the amount of effort 
they give, the goals they set, their aspiration levels, and higher levels of organization and planning. 

 
SOCIOCULTURAL THEORY 

Sociocultural theory evolved out of Behaviorism in the early 1900s from the work of Lev 
Vygotsky. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory explains how individual mental functioning relates to 
cultural, institutional, and historical context. The sociocultural perspective focuses on how 
participation in social interactions and culturally organized activities influence psychological 
development (Scott & Palincsar, 2013). Moreover, sociocultural theory is broad and encompasses a 
wide range of social systems. Vygotsky was interested in what knowledgeable others brought to the 
interaction, what the individual brought, and how the broader cultural and historical setting shaped 
the interaction (Scott & Palincsar, 2013).  

In contrast to other theorists of this time, Vygotsky postulated that learning and development 
were interdependent. To support this perspective, Vygotsky (1978) introduced his concept of The 
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). By distinguishing the independent and potential levels of 
development, this ZPD targets this area for growth. ZPD is where instruction should be focused, and 
one can progress with assistance. 

 
CONSTRUCTIONISM  THEORY 

Developed by Berger and Luckman (1966) in their book “The Social Construction of Reality: 
A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge,” this theory posits that individuals are constructed through 
social processes rather than our individualistic differences. Constructionism seeks to understand 
reality and related meaning through dynamic interactions with other individuals and groups (Bell, 
2013). This is not to be confused with Vygotsky’s Constructivist Theory, which assumes that 
individuals’ experiences in the world are mentally constructed through cognitive processes, such as 
schema activation.  

Social constructionists believe that our knowledge and what we perceive as natural are formed 
with the influences of relevant cultural and historical contexts. This knowledge is constantly being 
reinforced through interactions between individuals and their world experiences (Burr, 2015).  
 
RESEARCH QUESTION 

Investigating which theoretical frameworks are utilized in the research on preservice teachers’ 
self-efficacy in literacy instruction is crucial. With these findings, we can better connect the 
theoretical understandings and the relevancy of this to classroom application. The following 
systematic literature review is a research effort to help understand the most prevalent theories in 
education research regarding preservice teachers' self-efficacy in their literacy instruction.  

 This study is guided by the following research question: 
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What theories are most prevalent in the research in preservice teachers’ self-efficacy in 
literacy instruction? 
 

METHODS 
A systematic review of databases identified research articles related to the self-efficacy of 

preservice teachers in literacy instruction. The search incorporated the Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses (PRISMA) protocol. The PRISMA diagram outlining the 
search criteria and inclusion procedure can be found in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. 
Prisma Flow Diagram 

 
The inclusion and exclusion criteria led to the selection of 16 articles listed in Table 1. 
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Table 1. 
Articles included, presented in reverse chronological order 

Year Authors Title  

2023 Bates  Nature immersions: teaching reading through a real 
world curriculum 

 

2023 Carter  Supporting preservice teachers to become informed 
teachers of reading through one-to-one tutoring in an 
English initial teacher education setting 

 

2022 Lammert, Allen, Van Wig, & 
Worthen 

Teacher educator and in-service teachers’ self-efficacy 
and professional literacy knowledge in the context of 
the science of reading era 

 

2021a Ciampa & Gallagher The development and validation of the Teachers’ Self-
Efficacy Beliefs for Literacy Instruction in the 21st 
Century (TBLI21c) scale: A pilot study 

 

2021b Ciampa & Gallagher Exploring Canadian and American pre-service 
teachers’ self-efficacy and knowledge of literacy 
instruction 

 

2021 Myers & Hysell The Relationship between Experiential Learning and 
Teacher Efficacy in Student-Teacher Candidates: The 
“Text Talk” Project 

 

2021 Sigman & Fogelsong Pre-Service Teachers’ Self-Assessed Proficiency for 
Working with Struggling Readers 

 

2018 Ciampa & Gallagher A comparative examination of Canadian and American 
pre-service teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs for literacy 
instruction 

 

2016 Clark An exploratory study examining the influence of the 
number of reading methods courses on pre-service and 
in-service teacher perceptions of ability to teach 
reading 

 

2016 Helfrich & Clark A comparative examination of pre-service teacher self-
efficacy related to literacy instruction 

 

2015 Haverback & McNary Shedding light on preservice teachers’ domain- specific 
self-efficacy 

 

2013 Leader-Janssen & Rankin-
Erickson 

Preservice teachers’ content knowledge and self-
efficacy for teaching reading 

 

2011 Haverback & Parault High efficacy and the preservice reading teacher: A 
comparative study 

 

2008 Haverback & Parault Pre-service reading teacher efficacy and tutoring: A 
review 

 

2008 Kosnik & Beck We taught them about literacy but what did they learn? 
The impact of a preservice teacher education program 
on the practices of beginning teachers 
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CODING PROCEDURES 

The 16 articles were read by the authors and coded under the broad category of most 
frequent learning theories found in educational research related to the self-efficacy of preservice 
teachers in literacy instruction. Descriptive and symbolic codes were used to identify theories and 
evidence to support the explicit or implicit implications of the theoretical foundation revealed in the 
study. After creating a list of educational theories, we each coded eight articles using a thematic 
approach. Articles with explicit theoretical frameworks were noted using an “X” symbol under the 
corresponding theory. Evidence from the article was included in a notes section to support the 
inclusion of the theory. Implicit theories were marked using the symbol “(X)” to denote the theory, 
which was inferred based on evidence from the article. The confirming text evidence was then 
included in the notes section of the coding document. 

 
RESULTS 

 The research question sought to explore the most prevalent theories in education research 
regarding the self-efficacy of preservice teachers in their literacy instruction. While some were 
explicitly stated and others emerged more implicitly, a variety of theories surfaced.   

 
LEARNING THEORIES 
 Our research aimed to uncover the most commonly used theories in education research related 
to the self-efficacy of preservice teachers in literacy instruction. The results are presented in Table 2. 
Out of the 16 articles reviewed, 11 studies explicitly mentioned social cognitive theory as the basis 
of their research, while two studies implied that social cognitive theory guided their studies. For 
instance, Helfrich and Clark (2016) and Leader-Janssen and Rankin-Erickson (2013) noted self-
efficacy's importance, which we coded as the implicit use of social cognitive theory. These studies 
demonstrated the connection between strong self-efficacy and positive performance outcomes. Self-
efficacy theory, which is rooted in Bandura's social cognitive theory, was explicitly stated as the 
theoretical framework in eight of the studies. Although not as frequent, sociocultural theory was 
directly referenced in two of the studies, and social constructionism theory was explicitly revealed in 
one study. Three studies implicitly identified social constructionism as the theoretical framework that 
directed their research. Specifically, these studies focused on social processes and the importance of 
social interactions between mentor teachers and preservice teacher candidates (Myers & Hysell, 
2021; Shaw et al., 2007; Sigmon & Fogelsong, 2021). 
 
SOCIAL COGNITIVE AND SELF-EFFICACY THEORIES 

The prevalence of self-efficacy theory was strong in multiple studies rooted in field 
experiences.  Tutoring experiences, in particular, have been found to have a positive impact on pre-
service teachers' abilities to teach reading to the individual student and to put theory into practice 
(Carter, 2023; Haverback & Parault, 2008; Myers & Hysell, 2021; Sigmon & Fogelsong, 2021).  In 
their article, Haverback and Parault (2008) identified that preservice teachers needed not just the 
knowledge but also the skills and pedagogies of teaching reading, as well as personal teaching 
efficacy. The authors suggest that one-to-one tutoring of a young reader by a preservice teacher was 
one such opportunity for a ‘mastery experience’ that led to the development of self-efficacy.  

2007 Shaw, Dvorak, & Bates Promise and possibility-hope for teacher education: 
Pre-service literacy instruction can have an impact 
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Furthermore, levels of self-efficacy are not fixed but can grow with experience. Lammert et 
al. found self-efficacy theory to be particularly relevant to their study on preservice teachers’  
 
 
Table 2. 
Learning theories 
 
      Citation Social 

Cognitive 
Theory  

Self-Efficacy 
Theory 

Sociocultural  
Theory 

Social 
Constructionis

m Theory 
(Bates, 2023) Explicit * * * 

(Carter, 2023) Explicit * * * 

(Lammert et al., 2022) * Explicit  Explicit * 

(Ciampa & Gallagher, 
2021a) 

Explicit Explicit Explicit * 

(Ciampa & Gallagher, 
2021b) 

Explicit * * * 

(Myers & Hysell, 2021) * Explicit * Implicit 

(Sigmon & Fogelsong, 
2021) 

Explicit Explicit * Implicit 

(Ciampa & Gallagher, 
2018) 

Explicit * * * 

(Clark, 2016) Explicit * * * 
 

(Helfrich & Clark, 2016) Implicit * * * 

(Haverback & McNary, 
2015) 

Explicit Explicit * * 

(Leader-Janssen & 
Rankin-Erickson, 2013) 

Implicit Explicit * * 
 

(Haverback & Parault, 
2011) 

Explicit * * * 

(Haverback & Parault, 
2008) 

Explicit Explicit * * 

(Kosnik & Beck, 2008) * * * Explicit 

(Shaw et al., 2007) Explicit Explicit * Implicit 

     
Totals 13 8 2 4 

 
literacy knowledge that underpins reading since it is open to change as individuals’ views of their 
own preparedness are open to influence by others (Lammert et al., 2022). 
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SOCIOCULTURAL THEORY 

In developing and validating a scale for teachers' self-efficacy beliefs for literacy instruction 
in the current times, Ciampa and Gallagher (2021a) were rooted in social cognitive theory but also 
used a sociocultural lens. They noted equity and opportunity for all learners, stating that another 
reality in teaching literacy in the 21st century is the increased cultural and linguistic diversity that 
students from diverse backgrounds bring into today’s classroom. Lammert et al. (2022) also 
commented on the challenges in modern literacy instruction, adding that heightened attention to 
sociocultural contexts, including responsiveness to language and culture, has led to more situated 
interpretations of the professional knowledge base. 
 
CONSTRUCTIONISM  THEORY 

Carter (2023), Donita et al. (2007), Kosnik & Beck (2008), Myers & Hysell (2021), and 
Sigmond & Fogelsong (2021) all approached their research with preservice teachers with an implied 
constructionist’s lens. In writing about the vast expectations placed on teachers and what diverse 
backgrounds they may come to teach with, Myers and Hysell (2021) stated there is a deficit in 
teachers’ experiences through teacher preparation programs, affecting their self-efficacy levels. 
Through the social process of their Talk Text program, these teachers can grow in their self-efficacy 
with experience.  

Although not explicitly stated, Sigmond & Fogelsong (2021) employed a constructionist’s 
lens in their literacy instruction with preservice teachers. In surveying these teachers, they asked about 
their cooperation with the classroom teacher they were placed with. The reported comments from the 
open-ended questions included statements about positive relationships and conversations students 
had with their cooperating teacher. These positive relationships can improve literacy instructional 
practices and confidence in preservice educators, positively affecting their self-efficacy. 

 
DISCUSSION 

Thanks to an already existing significant amount of research available in the literature on 
theories related to reading, self-efficacy, and teacher knowledge of literacy skills, our study focused 
on the latest generation of teachers. We have highlighted which theories were most prevalent in the 
research on preservice teachers' self-efficacy in literacy instruction. Identifying frameworks most 
commonplace in this area, we are helping the field of literacy teaching move forward with an 
awareness of the present lenses through which we see preservice teachers. This may elude to the 
future of how we prepare literacy teachers. Because of the already established strong positive 
correlation between teacher self-efficacy and student outcomes, these findings are imperative for the 
future of literacy instruction.  
 The environment is a key determinant for preservice literacy teachers in the development of 
their self-efficacy. Findings from this research emphasize the importance of how teachers learn to 
teach and refine their practice. In terms of classroom application, the findings from this research bring 
clarity to the mindset with which we see literacy issues and the frame of reference we may problem-
solve within the classroom. As it relates to teachers, self-efficacy theory helps explain how behavior 
might change as a result of a teacher’s efficacy level. Bandura hypothesized a relationship between 
perceived self-efficacy and behavioral changes. Without this theoretical explanation and its 
subsequent hypothesis supporting the construct of self-efficacy, teacher self-efficacy would merely 
be an idea.  
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Implications from this research point to the importance of learning experiences in the field. 
Self-efficacy theory and its presence in the research help explain that although teachers’ thoughts can 
intervene and cause change, the thought processes are better evaluated through the experience of 
judgments about performance. Teachers are in a constant state of performing for stakeholders in 
education. So, these performance-based procedures postulated by theory have proven to be most 
powerful for effecting psychological changes (Bandura, 1977b). Therefore, the theory itself helps 
explain why teachers may or may not feel efficacious in their performance of literacy instruction.  

Vicarious learning experiences are directly related to self-efficacy. These dominant theories 
we have identified all have in common the elements of experience and social interactions. Knowing 
this, we suggest that literacy teachers will be better supported to grow their self-efficacy when 
provided with continued opportunities for interaction with others and practice in the field. Having 
best practices modeled for them, alongside opportunities to engage and refine their practice, 
preservice teachers will increase their self-efficacy, and student outcomes will benefit. With an 
understanding that these field experiences where preservice teachers have ample opportunities to see 
well-modeled teaching, vicarious learning experiences, and plenty of field experience where they can 
apply their learning, new teachers can steadily increase their self-efficacy as literacy instructors.  

In this dismal era of low literacy outcomes for our students, insufficient attention is given to 
teacher self-efficacy in teacher preparation programs for preservice teachers of literacy or 
professional development for in-service teachers. The time given to this research area is worthwhile 
because it helps to better understand the theoretical frameworks guiding the research around this 
topic. This leads to a better understanding of how we can support new teachers in the literacy 
education field.  

 
CONCLUSION 

It is no surprise that teacher self-efficacy levels in literacy instruction positively impact 
student achievement in reading. Because of the strong correlation between teacher self-efficacy and 
reading outcomes, preparation programs must provide preservice teachers with the skills and 
knowledge to effectively teach reading. To address the ongoing concern with literacy rates 
nationwide, preservice teachers must step into the classroom with high self-efficacy for teaching 
reading.  

Understanding the theoretical frameworks that underpin preservice teacher self-efficacy in 
literacy instruction is essential to addressing the relationship between research and best practices in 
the classroom. The findings of this study revealed social cognitive, self-efficacy, sociocultural, and 
social constructionism as the four main theories most present in the literature. With 15 studies 
including social cognitive and/or self-efficacy theories as the theoretical foundation of their study, 
this highlights the importance of environment and cognition as contributing factors to the learning 
process. Furthermore, these theories value the importance of providing opportunities for vicarious 
learning through observation, modeling, and field experiences while providing equitable 
opportunities for all learners.  

Efforts must be made to increase reading proficiency rates nationwide. Our students’ lives 
depend on it. To empower preservice teachers to address students' literacy needs, continued attempts 
must be made to provide coursework and field experiences grounded in educational theory. 
Researchers are responsible for providing the theoretical frameworks that support improved self-
efficacy for preservice teachers in literacy instruction. 
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