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Abstract

The aim of this study was to investigate the emergence, identification, and assessment of informal learning
within formal educational settings, focusing on developing a framework and tools to capture informal
learning evidence in classroom contexts. This research used an exploratory qualitative design. A
systematic literature review from 2002 to 2024 was conducted across six academic databases to identify
definitional dimensions of informal learning, resulting in a 15-dimension analytical framework. This
framework guided the development of observation and interview tools, which were implemented in a
twelfth-grade public school classroom. Participants included approximately 60 students, three teachers,
and one teaching assistant. Data were analyzed using MAXQDA software. Interviews and observations
successfully documented various dimensions of informal learning with differing frequencies. While
interviews yielded richer data covering all dimensions, observations captured subtle and indirect teaching
and learning practices. The dual-method approach enabled triangulation and led to the emergence of an
additional construct—"student experience”—as an independent dimension of informal learning. Key
features of informal learning identified included indirect teaching behaviors, learner autonomy, and real-
life relevance of classroom activities, especially in student reflections and teacher insights. The study
reveals that informal learning within formal educational contexts is a complex, multidimensional, and
situated phenomenon requiring integrative tools and a comprehensive conceptual framework for its
identification. The proposed revised 15-dimension model can inform educational policy, recognition
mechanisms for informal learning, and teacher professional development initiatives.

Keywords: Informal learning, formal educational settings, interview, observation, conceptual framework,
indirect teaching behavior, student experience.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
In recent years, the discourse surrounding educational reform has increasingly acknowledged the
value of informal learning in formal educational settings. Informal learning is generally characterized
as spontaneous, voluntary, and context-sensitive learning that occurs outside the framework of
structured curricula and standardized instruction. Unlike formal learning, which is institutionally
organized, credential-oriented, and curriculum-bound, informal learning emerges through real-life
engagement, experiential activities, and social interactions (Badger, 2021; Schugurensky, 2015).
Despite its growing recognition, informal learning often remains underexplored and insufficiently
assessed within the formal education system due to a lack of conceptual clarity and practical
frameworks (Oecd, 2010).
Educational researchers and practitioners have increasingly called for integrative approaches that
capture the fluidity between formal, non-formal, and informal learning experiences. The overlap
between these categories suggests that learning in classroom settings is not exclusively determined
by curricula or instruction but is also shaped by learners’ agency, contextual experience, and social
dynamics (Ionescu, 2020; Johnson & Majewska, 2022). In response, several theoretical models now
emphasize learning as a sociocultural, experiential, and participatory process (Rogoff et al., 2015;
Souto-Otero, 2016). According to this perspective, informal learning is not the absence of structure
but rather the presence of autonomy, relevance, and engagement in the learning process
(Andersson, 2021; Wegener, 2022).
Nevertheless, capturing and analyzing informal learning in schools remains methodologically
challenging. Most existing educational evaluation tools are designed for formal and observable
outcomes and fail to account for implicit, experiential, and learner-driven knowledge construction
(Lee, 2012; Sydorenko et al., 2020). Moreover, educators often lack the tools and professional
language necessary to identify and support informal learning in real-time classroom contexts (Ghaye,
2010; Johnson, 2018). This disconnect between policy intent and classroom practice weakens efforts
to promote holistic education and equitable learner engagement.
To address these challenges, recent initiatives such as the South Australian Certificate of Education
and the Scottish Qualification Review have emphasized student agency and experiential learning as
critical components of future-ready education (Scottish, 2023; South Australian Certificate of, 2023).
Such policy innovations align with research advocating for blended approaches that respect learners’
lived experiences, especially in culturally diverse or marginalized communities (Bourke et al., 2018;
Xenofontos & Hizli, 2022). In particular, recognizing the ways in which students learn outside
traditional instruction—through reflection, social interaction, and real-world application—can
enhance both engagement and learning outcomes (Filippoupoliti & Koliopoulos, 2014; Garner et al.,
2015).
This study was undertaken to explore the emergence, identification, and dimensions of informal
learning in formal school settings. By developing a multi-dimensional conceptual framework and
testing it in a real classroom environment, the study aimed to bridge the gap between theory and
practice. Specifically, the research focused on designing and validating tools for capturing informal
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learning, analyzing the interactions between structured teaching and learner agency, and
highlighting the role of experiential learning in shaping educational understanding.

Methods and Materials

The research employed an exploratory qualitative design to identify and document the
manifestations of informal learning within a formal educational context. Initially, a comprehensive
literature review was conducted using six academic databases, covering studies published between
2002 and 2024. From this, a fourteen-dimension framework was synthesized to distinguish between
formal, informal, and hidden forms of learning.

Fieldwork was then conducted in a twelfth-grade public school classroom involving approximately
60 students, three teachers, and one teaching assistant. Data collection included non-participant
classroom observations and audio-recorded semi-structured interviews with both teachers and
students. Two interview protocols—one for teachers and one for students—were developed based
on the identified dimensions. Observations focused on real-time teacher-student interactions,
classroom activities, and instructional patterns. Data were analyzed using MAXQDA software, and
coding was conducted independently to maintain analytical rigor.

Findings

The results indicated that informal learning does occur in formal classroom environments and is
observable through both interviews and classroom observation. Interviews proved to be more
comprehensive in documenting all fourteen predefined dimensions, particularly those related to
learner motivation, intent, and self-awareness. Observational data were more effective in capturing
instructional behaviors, learning environment characteristics, and peer interactions.

A key finding was the emergence of an additional fifteenth dimension—"“student experience—which
did not align neatly with the original categories but proved crucial in linking content knowledge with
real-life application. Students frequently referenced learning moments that extended beyond the
classroom, such as connecting academic topics with personal interests or real-world scenarios.
Teachers also described how project-based learning and student choice enhanced relevance and
engagement.

The comparison between observation and interview data showed partial overlap. Some dimensions,
like “structure” and “curriculum alignment,” were observable in both methods, while others, such as
“‘intentionality” and “self-recognition of learning,” were present only in interview responses. The
findings also revealed distinct distribution patterns of coded data between teachers and students.
For instance, curriculum coding appeared exclusively in teacher interviews, whereas learner self-
perception was more evident in student narratives.

Cross-analysis of code intersections identified significant relationships between dimensions. Indirect
teaching behaviors—such as peer-led discussion, reflection prompts, and non-authoritative
guidance—were closely associated with socialization, learner autonomy, and cognitive-emotional
engagement. These findings suggest that informal learning thrives in environments where students
are encouraged to explore, question, and personalize their educational experiences.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study’s findings affirm the presence and significance of informal learning within formal
educational contexts. By employing a dual-method approach—observation and interview—it was
possible to uncover not only the defined dimensions of informal learning but also emergent patterns
that extend current conceptual boundaries. The identification of “student experience” as a new
dimension highlights the interconnectedness of learning content, pedagogy, and learner context.
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Informal learning, as evidenced in this study, is not a marginal or supplementary phenomenon but a
fundamental component of how students engage with knowledge in meaningful ways. Its
manifestations are nuanced and often entangled with formal instruction, making it necessary to
rethink how learning is defined, assessed, and supported in classrooms. Recognizing the hybrid
nature of learning experiences allows educators to create more inclusive and learner-responsive
environments.

The study also emphasizes the importance of professional capacity-building for teachers. Without
appropriate frameworks and observational tools, educators may overlook valuable learning
processes that do not conform to traditional models. Developing a shared professional language
around informal learning—rooted in theory but informed by practice—can enhance teacher reflection
and pedagogical design.

Furthermore, the findings underscore the role of indirect teaching methods in cultivating conditions
for informal learning. When educators adopt facilitative, learner-centered approaches, students are
more likely to take ownership of their learning, relate it to their lived experiences, and engage more
deeply with academic content. This reinforces the value of teaching strategies that emphasize
collaboration, autonomy, and experiential inquiry.

The study contributes to ongoing educational reform dialogues by providing a validated conceptual
and methodological framework for identifying informal learning. It aligns with global initiatives
advocating for holistic education models that recognize the diverse ways in which students learn.
Importantly, the research calls attention to the need for educational systems to move beyond rigid
categorizations and embrace the complexity and richness of real-world learning processes.

While the research offers valuable insights, it also acknowledges its limitations. The fieldwork was
conducted in a single school context, and the observation period was relatively brief. Further studies
across diverse educational settings, age groups, and disciplines are needed to generalize findings
and refine the framework. Nevertheless, the study lays critical groundwork for advancing the
understanding and practical integration of informal learning within formal education.
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