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Incidental Learning

General

Incidental learning has been defined by McGeough and in 1942 as

“learning which apparently takes place without a specific motive or a specified formal
instruction… ”1)

Incidental learning refers to the fact that people learn a lot without explicit intention to learn or
without instruction, like learning of new vocabulary through imitation and social interaction, learning
social norms through playing games with other children, learning geography through traveling or
surfing the web. This type of learning uses the intrinsic motivation. On the contrary, traditional
education is mostly orientated mostly on extrinsic motivation: learner should learn what is suggested
by the teacher in order to win a prize or avoid punishment.

What is incidental learning?

Incidental learning is usually a byproduct of some other activity. It is spontaneous and
unstructured.2) Some authors3) define incidental learning as learning that occurs only without intention
of the learner nor the source.

Researches have provided various results about incidental learning, generally depending on how
broadly it is defined and on which subjects it was tested. Incidental learning is largely influenced by
prior knowledge and was easier if the information was related to a topic of interest. Incidental
learning is often mentioned in the workplace context4)5).

In childhood incidental learning is considered to be a common form of learning (language and social
skills learning). Some researches6) focused on incidental learning through media and showed how
children learned behavior, attitudes, values and cognitive information through watching television
programs and commercials. Similar research on older adult subjects7) resulted similarly in incidental
learning of information, but less significant changes in attitudes. Still, incidental learning becomes
more complex to investigate in adult subjects because of the role of prior knowledge or specific
interests of experiment participants.

What is the practical application of incidental learning?

“The trick is not to teach the facts at all, but rather to have the facts be along the way to
getting to something the student naturally wanted to know in the first place… We should use
students' natural interest so they come across such facts incidentally, in the course of pursuing
their interests.”8)

An application of incidental learning (at least in its broad definitions) in the educational process can
be done by representing facts that need to be learned through a material which is interesting to the
learner. If the learner is motivated by doing something interesting, he can learn a lot without even
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noticing it. An example of incidental learning program is the Road Trip software, designed to help
children learn US geography through a drive simulation and videos they find interesting.

Criticisms

Depending on its definition, incidental learning can not be used in education9) or can be used, but
then it mostly ignores principles of instructional design in order to “hide” the learning part from the
learner (for example, contain plenty of other material which mediates interest of the learner). Also,
since incidental learning is learner evaluated10), same as in the case of discovery learning, it can easily
result in misconceptions and uncertainty of the really important parts of the learned material.

Keywords

Incidental learning

Bibliography

Silva, Polly M. Epistemology of Incidental Learning. Faculty of the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and
State University. Dissertation. 2007.

Schank, Roger C., and Cleary, C. Engines for education. 1995.

Read more

Silva, Polly M. Epistemology of Incidental Learning. Faculty of the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and
State University. Dissertation. 2007.

Bova, B. and Kroth, M. Workplace Learning and Generation X. Journal of Workplace Learning. 13(2),
p57-65. 2001.

Kerka, S. Incidental learning: trends and issues. Alert No. 18, Educational resources information
center. 2000.

Wray, N. P. Some factors in the concurrent intentional and incidental learning of children. Journal of
Experimental Child Psychology, 6(1), p13-21. 1968.

1)

McGeoch, John Alexander. The psychology of human learning: an introduction. Longmans, Green and
Co., 1942.
2) , 5) , 10)

Silva, Polly M. Epistemology of Incidental Learning. Faculty of the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and
State University. Dissertation. 2007.
3)

http://www.engines4ed.org/hyperbook/nodes/NODE-152-pg.html
https://www.learning-theories.org/doku.php?id=instructional_design:discovery_learning
http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/theses/available/etd-10162007-224008/unrestricted/silva.pdf
http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/theses/available/etd-10162007-224008/unrestricted/silva.pdf
http://www.engines4ed.org/hyperbook/
http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/theses/available/etd-10162007-224008/unrestricted/silva.pdf
http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/theses/available/etd-10162007-224008/unrestricted/silva.pdf
http://www.deepdyve.com/lp/emerald-publishing/workplace-learning-and-generation-x-HAm1p3AwSd
http://www.deepdyve.com/lp/emerald-publishing/workplace-learning-and-generation-x-HAm1p3AwSd
http://www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED446234.pdf
http://www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED446234.pdf
http://psycnet.apa.org/psycinfo/1968-10389-001
http://psycnet.apa.org/psycinfo/1968-10389-001
http://www.google.hr/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:McGeoch&tbs=,cdr:1,cd_min:1.%201.%201941.,cd_max:31.%2012.%201943.&num=10#sclient=psy&hl=hr&tbs=cdr:1%2Ccd_min%3A1.+1.+1941.%2Ccd_max%3A31.+12.+1943.&tbm=bks&source=hp&q=The+psychology+of+human+learning:+an+introduction+which+apparently+takes+place+**without+a+specific+motive+or+a+specified+formal+instruction&aq=&aqi=&aql=&oq=&pbx=1&fp=9bd88bc9df6eab3f
http://www.google.hr/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:McGeoch&tbs=,cdr:1,cd_min:1.%201.%201941.,cd_max:31.%2012.%201943.&num=10#sclient=psy&hl=hr&tbs=cdr:1%2Ccd_min%3A1.+1.+1941.%2Ccd_max%3A31.+12.+1943.&tbm=bks&source=hp&q=The+psychology+of+human+learning:+an+introduction+which+apparently+takes+place+**without+a+specific+motive+or+a+specified+formal+instruction&aq=&aqi=&aql=&oq=&pbx=1&fp=9bd88bc9df6eab3f
http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/theses/available/etd-10162007-224008/unrestricted/silva.pdf
http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/theses/available/etd-10162007-224008/unrestricted/silva.pdf


2026/01/28 15:08 3/3 Incidental Learning

Learning Theories - https://www.learning-theories.org/

Rogers, A. Learning: Can we change the discourse? Adults learning, 8(5), p116-117. 1997. Cited by
Silva, Polly M. Epistemology of Incidental Learning. Faculty of the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and
State University. Dissertation. 2007.
4)

Marsick, V. J. and Watkins, K. E. Informal and incidental learning in the workplace. New York:
Routledge. 1990.
6)

Comstock, G. Trends in the Study of Incidental Learning from Television Viewing. Syracuse, New York
(IR-30). 1978.
7)

Woods, L. L., and Daniel, L. G. Effects of a Tourism Awareness Program on the Attitudes and
Knowledge of Older Adults. Educational Gerontology, 24, p69-78. 1998.
8)

Schank, Roger C., and Cleary, C. Engines for education, p95. 1995.
9)

If defined so that nor the intention of the source nor the learner mustn't be learning.

From:
https://www.learning-theories.org/ - Learning Theories

Permanent link:
https://www.learning-theories.org/doku.php?id=instructional_design:incidental_learning&rev=1305183374

Last update: 2023/06/19 15:49

http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/theses/available/etd-10162007-224008/unrestricted/silva.pdf
http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/theses/available/etd-10162007-224008/unrestricted/silva.pdf
http://eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED168605.pdf
http://eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED168605.pdf
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content~db=all~content=a746910635
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content~db=all~content=a746910635
http://www.engines4ed.org/hyperbook/
https://www.learning-theories.org/
https://www.learning-theories.org/doku.php?id=instructional_design:incidental_learning&rev=1305183374

	Incidental Learning
	General
	What is incidental learning?
	What is the practical application of incidental learning?
	Criticisms
	Keywords
	Bibliography
	Read more


