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Abstract

This study aims to analyze the application of Albert Bandura’s Social
Cognitive Theory in early childhood education through the processes of
observation and imitation of positive behavior. Bandura’s theory
emphasizes that learning results from the dynamic interaction among
personal, environmental, and behavioral factors. In the context of early
childhood education, observational learning and modeling serve as
effective strategies for character formation and the development of
children’s social competence. This research employs a literature review
approach and limited classroom observation in early childhood
institutions. The findings indicate that the implementation of this
theory can be carried out through teachers’ positive behavioral
modeling, role-playing activities, and reinforcement of prosocial
behavior. These strategies have been shown to enhance children’s social
awareness, empathy, and self-regulation. Therefore, the application of
Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory significantly contributes to the
development of character and adaptive behavior in early childhood,
providing a strong conceptual foundation for character education
curriculum design in early childhood learning environments.
Keywords: Social Cognitive Theory, Observation, Positive Behavior.

INTRODUCTION

Early childhood education (PAUD) is the primary
foundation for developing a child's personality, character, and
social skills. During this period, children are in a phase of rapid
development, both physically, cognitively, socially, and
emotionally. Therefore, the learning process at this early age

should not only focus on mastering basic knowledge but also emphasize the formation of
positive behaviors and values that will form the foundation of a child's future
development. Teachers, as educators, play a crucial role in creating a conducive learning
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environment rich in social experiences, enabling children to learn through observing and
imitating the behavior of those around them (Alison Pike, & Bonamy R Oliver., 2017).

One relevant learning psychology theory for application in the context of early
childhood learning is the Social Cognitive Theory developed by Albert Bandura. This
theory emphasizes that learning occurs not only through direct experience but also
through observation, modeling, and reinforcement of observed behavior. In other words,
children can learn by observing the behavior of others, understanding the consequences
of that behavior, and then imitating it (Astuti, R., Aziz, T., & Yuniatari., 2025). In an
educational context, this means that teacher behavior and the school environment are
the primary sources of social learning for children.

Bandura proposed (2023) that there are three main components that interact in
the learning process: personal factors, behavior, and environment, known as reciprocal
determinism. These three components influence and shape individual behavior. In the
context of early childhood education (PAUD), the interaction between the three can be
seen in how children imitate teacher behavior (environment), adapt to social norms
(personal), and then repeat behaviors that receive positive reinforcement mean
behavioral outcome (Bandura, 1986).

In early childhood education (PAUD) learning practices, observation and imitation
are natural processes. Children often imitate the words, actions, and even emotional
expressions they see from adults. However, this process needs to be guided so that
children imitate positive and constructive behavior. Teachers play a crucial role as
behavioral models for children to emulate. When teachers demonstrate honesty,
discipline, compassion, and responsibility, children will learn to imitate these behaviors
because they see them as something that elicits a positive response from their
environment. Conversely, if children frequently observe negative behavior without
guidance or explanation, they are more likely to imitate it (Boeldt, D. L., Rhee, S. H., Dilalla,
L. F,, Mullineaux, P. Y., Schulz-Heik, R. ], Corley, R. P, Young, S. E., & Hewitt, J. K., 2012).

Several previous studies have shown that applying Bandura's social cognitive
theory to early childhood learning can improve children's social-emotional abilities.
Children become more empathetic, able to work collaboratively, and develop a higher
moral awareness. This is due to the learning mechanism that involves observing
behavioral models, imitating observed behavior, and providing positive reinforcement
for behavior that aligns with moral values. Thus, the learning process occurs not only in
the cognitive domain but also in an integrated manner involving the affective and
psychomotor domains of children (Briegel, W., & Mederer, P. 2026).

However, in reality, many early childhood education institutions have not yet fully
implemented the principles of social cognitive theory in a conscious and structured
manner. Learning often focuses on basic academic aspects such as reading, writing, and
arithmetic, while aspects of behavior and character development through role modeling
have not been systematically developed (Dalen, M., & Theie, S., 2015). Yet, the social
environment in schools serves as a real laboratory for children to learn life values
through social interactions and experiences. Therefore, applying Bandura's social
cognitive theory can be an effective alternative approach to optimizing character-based
learning in early childhood.

By applying this theory, teachers not only act as transmitters of knowledge but
also as role models for students to emulate and emulate. Learning processes based on
observation and imitation of positive behavior can be implemented through activities
such as role-playing, social simulations, storytelling with moral values, group activities,
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and verbal reinforcement of good behavior. With these strategies, children learn to
understand the relationship between actions and consequences and internalize positive
values through concrete experiences (Danzig, A. P., Dyson, M. W, Olino, T. M., Laptook, R.
S., & Klein, D. N,, 2015).

Furthermore, applying social cognitive theory also helps teachers understand the
dynamics of children's behavior. For example, when a child exhibits aggressive behavior,
teachers can trace the source of the influence—whether it originates from the home
environment, the media, or interactions with peers (Datko, M., Pineda, ]. A., & Miiller, R.
(2017). By understanding the concepts of modeling and reinforcement, teachers can
provide more appropriate interventions, such as presenting alternative behavioral
models and reinforcing more positive behavior.

Based on this background, this study aims to analyze the application of Bandura's
Social Cognitive Theory in early childhood learning, specifically through the process of
observing and imitating positive behavior. This study is expected to provide conceptual
and practical contributions for early childhood educators in designing learning strategies
that focus not only on academic aspects but also strengthen children's social and moral
dimensions (Deffaa, M., Weis, M., & Trommsdorff, G., 2020).

By understanding and effectively applying social cognitive theory, teachers can
create an inspiring, meaningful learning environment that builds character in children
from an early age. Early childhood education based on social-cognitive learning not only
produces intellectually intelligent children but also children with noble character,
empathy, and the ability to adapt positively to their social lives (Gonzalez, A. M., Skinner,
A. L., & Baron, A. S., 2025).

METHODS

This research employed a case study method with a qualitative approach. This
approach focused on learning activities in early childhood education institutions. This
approach enabled researchers to deeply understand the process of applying Bandura's
Social Cognitive Theory in the real context of early childhood learning. Through this
approach, researchers were able to explore the meaning, interaction patterns, and
behaviors that emerge naturally in the educational environment without manipulating
the situation under study. A case study design was used to intensively and holistically
examine the application of the theory in one Early Childhood Education (PAUD)
institution that served as the focus of the research. This case study provided researchers
with the opportunity to explore observation-based learning practices and the imitation
of positive behaviors implemented by teachers in everyday learning contexts.

The research was conducted at a PAUD institution located in a rural area known for
actively implementing character-building programs for children through activities that
foster positive behavior. The study subjects consisted of one principal, two classroom
teachers, and eight students aged 4-6 years who were directly involved in the learning
activities. Subjects were selected using a purposive sampling technique, selecting
informants deemed to have the most understanding, direct involvement, and ability to
provide in-depth information regarding the implementation of social cognitive theory in
their institution (Creswell, ]. W., & Poth, C. N., 2023).

The data collection process was conducted using three main techniques:
observation, in-depth interviews, and document analysis. Observations were conducted
to directly observe the classroom learning process, particularly when teachers
demonstrated positive behaviors that served as models for children, as well as the
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children's responses in imitating and internalizing these behaviors. In-depth semi-
structured interviews were conducted with teachers and principals to obtain information
regarding their understanding of Bandura's theory, strategies for implementing
observation and imitation of behavior, and the types of reinforcement provided.
Meanwhile, document analysis was conducted on various learning documents, such as
Weekly Learning Implementation Plans (RPPM), Daily Activity Plans (RKH), child
development records, and institutional policies related to character development, to
determine consistency between planning and implementation in the field.

The data obtained were then analyzed using the Miles and Huberman model, which
consists of three stages: data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing or
verification. In the data reduction stage, researchers selected and focused on data
relevant to the research objectives. The data is then presented in narrative descriptions
to facilitate understanding of the relationships between findings, before conclusions are
drawn to identify patterns and meanings in the application of social cognitive theory to
early childhood learning.

To ensure data validity, researchers used source and method triangulation
techniques by comparing observations, interviews, and learning documents. This
triangulation was conducted to ensure the accuracy and credibility of the data obtained.
Through this qualitative research method with a case study design, it is hoped that a
comprehensive understanding of how teachers apply the principles of observation,
imitation, and reinforcement of positive behavior based on Bandura's social cognitive
theory in the context of early childhood learning is achieved.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results
a. Implementation of Bandura's Social Cognitive Theory as a Basis for Developing
Positive Behavior in Early Childhood
Research results show that the application of Bandura's Social Cognitive Theory
in early childhood education institutions occurs through a learning process that
positions teachers as the primary models of positive behavior. Early childhood
development encompasses cognitive, social, and emotional aspects that influence each
other, so learning needs to be designed according to these developmental
characteristics. In practice, teachers not only serve as transmitters of knowledge but
also serve as role models for children in developing attitudes and character. Every
learning activity, from morning marches and group prayers to group play, is designed
to allow children to observe, imitate, and practice positive behavior naturally.
Teachers implement learning stages based on the four main components of
Bandura's theory: attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation. The attention
stage is realized through engaging activities such as picture stories, songs, and simple
simulations. Retention occurs when children remember how teachers behave politely,
speak softly, or help friends. The reproduction stage is seen when children begin to
imitate these behaviors in play activities or social interactions. Meanwhile, the
motivational stage is reinforced by giving praise, star stickers, and hugs as forms of
positive reinforcement that encourage children to continue behaving well.
b. Children's Responses to Observation-Based Learning and Imitation of Positive
Behavior
Observations show that children's responses to the application of social cognitive
theory are very enthusiastic and demonstrate tangible behavioral changes in their

Edu Happiness

73 | VO] 05 NO 1 ]anuary 2026 Jurnal Ilmiah Perkembangan Anak Usia Dini



Penerapan Teori Sosial Kognitif Bandura dalam Pembelajaran Anak Usia Dini Melalui Observasi dan
Peniruan Perilaku Positif

Ai Rismayantil, Eli Rahmawati?, Euis Trismayanti3

daily classroom activities. Children appear to enjoy imitating teacher behavior, such
as greeting, sharing toys, or helping a friend in difficulty. Some children even begin to
model polite speech and waiting their turn when playing together. This imitation
process occurs spontaneously, indicating that children are not merely mechanically
imitating but are beginning to understand the meaning of the behavior they observe.

Teachers noted that the process of developing positive behavior is most effective
when children receive consistent and repeated examples across various activity
contexts. Children who initially paid little attention began to actively engage when the
teacher used role-playing or storytelling with engaging expressions. However, not all
children responded at the same pace; some required more intensive guidance due to
differences in character and emotional abilities.

c. Driving Factors that Increase the Effectiveness of Social Cognitive Theory

Implementation in Early Childhood Education

Based on the results of data analysis, several driving factors were identified that
significantly strengthen the successful implementation of social cognitive theory in
early childhood learning. First, consistent and positive teacher role models are key to
fostering good behavior in children. Teachers who are able to maintain good language,
are patient, and show affection make it easier for children to imitate these behaviors.
Second, a learning environment rich in stimuli and social interaction also accelerates
the process of observation and imitation. Colorful classrooms, engaging learning
media, and group-based activities provide opportunities for children to learn socially
and emotionally. Third, the support of the principal and parents is a crucial factor in
ensuring continuity of habits between school and home. Parental involvement in
modeling similar behaviors at home strengthens learning outcomes at school. Fourth,
the existence of routine habituation activities such as group prayer, queuing, or
sharing food provides a natural means of reinforcing positive behaviors in children.

d. Inhibiting Factors in the Application of Bandura's Social Cognitive Theory in Early

Childhood Education Institutions

Although the application of this theory has been quite effective, research has also
found a number of inhibiting factors that affect the sustainability of the observation-
and-imitation-based learning process. One of these is inconsistent behavior among
teachers, where not all educators set the same example, sometimes confusing children
in determining which behaviors to follow.

Furthermore, differences in character, family background, and social abilities
among children present challenges for teachers in ensuring that all children receive an
equal learning experience. Children who are shy or have difficulty concentrating
require a different approach than active and expressive children. Limited learning
resources and time also pose obstacles, especially when teachers lack engaging
supporting media to facilitate the observation of positive behavior. Home
environmental factors also play a role; some children lack similar support or role
models from their families, so positive behaviors learned in school are not fully
maintained outside the classroom.

Overall, the research findings confirm that the application of Bandura's Social
Cognitive Theory is an effective approach in developing positive behavior,
independence, and empathy in early childhood. Through the process of observation,
imitation, and reinforcement, children learn not only from instructions but also from
concrete examples provided by their environment. The successful implementation of
this theory is greatly influenced by three main aspects: the teacher's consistency as a
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role model, the support of a conducive social environment, and collaboration between
the school and family. Thus, learning based on Bandura's social cognitive theory not
only teaches children to imitate good behavior but also forms the foundation of
character and morals that will serve as the foundation for their future social-emotional
development.

Discussion

Therefore, the application of Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory significantly
contributes to the development of character and adaptive behavior in early childhood,
providing a strong conceptual foundation for character education curriculum design in
early childhood learning environments. According to Trismayanti, E. (2024),
understanding how children grow and develop is crucial for educators to optimally guide
their potential. This study found that applying Bandura's social cognitive theory to early
childhood learning has proven effective in shaping positive behavior, improving social-
emotional skills, and developing children's character through a consistent and focused
process of observation and imitation. Through this approach, teachers play a crucial role
as behavioral models that children observe, imitate, and internalize in their daily lives
within the school environment. Every teacher action, whether in speech, behavior, or
interaction, serves as a source of social learning that significantly influences the
formation of children's values and habits (Guerin, 1979).

The learning process based on social cognitive theory reflects four main
components: attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation, which sequentially form
the foundation for children's learning through social experiences. Children pay attention
to interesting teacher behavior, then remember (retention) and imitate (reproduction)
that behavior in appropriate situations (Gunairiyah, 2013). This process is reinforced by
motivation provided through positive reinforcement, such as praise, hugs, or simple
symbols of appreciation. As a result, children are able to develop polite behavior,
discipline, empathy, and independence naturally through enjoyable social interactions.

Children's responses to the application of this theory demonstrate high
enthusiasm and visible behavioral changes in the context of learning and social life at
school. Children more easily understand good behavior when teachers provide concrete
and repeated examples in various activities. Learning based on observation and imitation
also encourages the development of self-confidence and a more mature social awareness
in children. However, this success is inseparable from various influencing factors, both
encouraging and inhibiting (Lunkenheimer, E., Ram, N., Skowron, E. A., & Yin, P. 2017).

Factors contributing to the successful application of social cognitive theory
include consistent teacher role models, a conducive and stimulus-rich learning
environment, support from the principal and parents, and routine habituation activities
that reinforce the internalization of positive values (Woolfolk, 2025). Meanwhile,
inhibiting factors found include inconsistencies in behavior between teachers,
differences in children's character and abilities, limited learning resources, and lack of
family support in maintaining positive behavior outside of school.

CONCLUSION

Based on the above findings, it can be concluded that the effectiveness of
implementing Bandura's social cognitive theory depends heavily on the active role of
teachers as primary role models and harmonious collaboration between schools and
families in providing consistent and sustainable behavioral examples. Therefore, the
application of this theory serves not only as a learning strategy but also as a
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comprehensive approach in building children's character from an early age. The
implications of this research emphasize that observation- and imitation-based learning
needs to be continuously developed in the Early Childhood Education (PAUD) curriculum
with the support of teacher training that emphasizes the importance of modeling,
positive reinforcement, and the creation of a social environment that supports the
formation of good behavior. The application of Bandura's social cognitive theory is
expected to serve as a foundation for early childhood character education that
emphasizes not only academic outcomes but also the formation of individuals with
morals, empathy, and the ability to socialize positively in the future.
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