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AND FORMAL INSTRUCTION: A CROSS-CULTURAL STUDY

ABSTRACT

The paper considers approaches to integrating informal language learning (often
referred to as ‘digital’ — IDLL) with formal instruction across various educational contexts.
Research confirms that IDLL, driven by motivation, is crucial for developing learner
autonomy and real-world communicative competence. The quality and variety of digital
exposure are found to be more efficient than the quantity. The author states that formal and
informal learning should be viewed as a single, continuous learning spectrum. Structured
models are implemented in higher education to formalize IDLL. These include requiring
students to maintain graded learning logs based on their digital activity, implementing
project-based learning models which involve the use of authentic informal resources, and
Jformalizing social practice through required virtual interaction. These models emphasize a
teacher’s role as a facilitator tasked with providing effective, cognitive, and behavioral
support for self-directed learning. It is emphasized that assessment of informal learning
outcomes presents significant challenges.

The main of them is the ‘formalizing paradox’, where imposed grading structure
destroys the intrinsic motivation and authenticity of spontaneous informal engagement.
Traditional assessment tools suffer from a focus mismatch, failing to accurately measure
pragmatic and cultural gains from IDLL. Further complexities involve equity concerns
regarding unequal digital access, time availability and the issues of assessment validity. To
address these challenges, the author relies on mixed-methods designs combining
quantitative methods (surveys, proficiency tests) to measure frequency and outcomes, with
qualitative methods (reflective journals, interviews) to assess a learner’s sense of agency
and process.

The study concludes that maximizing the value of informal learning requires a dual
approach: developing valid and reliable assessment tools that accurately measure informal
outcomes, and improving teacher competency in evaluating autonomous work. This
institutional necessity is underscored by legislative basis to formally validate learning
outcomes gained through non-formal education.

Keywords: informal FL learning, formal instruction, digital learning environment,
social networks, learner autonomy, quantitative methods, qualitative methods, informal
learning outcomes.
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MNOEAHAHHS IHOOPMAJIBHOI'O BUBYEHHSAM MOBU
TA ®OPMAJIBHOI'O HABYAHHS: KPOC-KYJbTYPHE JOCJIIJKEHHS

AHOTALIA

Y cmammi poszensoaromucs nioxoou 0o immezpayii iHOPMANbHO2O GUBYEHHS
Mosu (sKe yacmo nazueaioms «yupposum» — IL{BM) 3 popmanvnum nasyanusam y pisHux
oceimuix koumexcmax. Jocnioscenns niomeepooicye, wo ILBM, saxe cmumynroemovcs
Momugayiero, mMae SUpiuiaibHe 3HAYeHHA OJid PO38UMKY AB8MOHOMII cmyoenmie ma ix
KOMYHIKAMUBHOI KOMNEMEHMHOCHI 8 PealbHUX YMo8ax CniikyeauHs. Buseneno, wo axicmo
ma pisHOMAHIMHICMb YUPpPo8oeo enausy € Oilvil epexmusHuMU, HINHC 1020 KilbKiCMmb.
Asmop cmeepodicye, wo @opmarvie ma iHGOpMATbHE HAGUAHHS CAIO0 PO32AA0AMU Y
KoMnexci. YV suwitl oceimi 6npo8aoicyromvcsa Cmpykmyposani mooeni 01 gopmanizayii
I[[BM. Bonu nepeobauarome 051 cmyoeHmie HeoOXIiOHICb GeCu HABUANbHI JCYPHAIU
OYIHIOBAHHS, WO (DIKCYIOMb IXHIO HAGUATLHO-YUPPOBY AKMUBHICTb, 6NPOBAOINCEHHS MOOeell
NPOEKMHO20 HABYAHHS MOBU, K nepeddauaroms UKOPUCMAHHS HeDOPMATLHUX AGIMEHMUYHUX
pecypcig; a makodic gopmanizayio coyianbHoi npakmuxu yepes 0606 s13Kk08y GIPMYAIbHY
63aemo0iro. Lli moodeni niokpecmowoms poib eukiadaua sk @acunimamopa, 3a80aHHAM
5IK020 € HAOAHHA eEeKMUBHOL, KOZHIMUGHOT Ma N08eOIiHKOBOI NIOMPUMKU CAMOCMIUHOMY
HaguanHio. Hazonouwyemocs, wo oyinosanus pe3ynvmamis inpopmaibno2o HA6YaHHs CIMEOPIOE
3HauHi euxauku. OCHOBHUM 13 HUX € «NApadoxc ¢opmanizayiin, Koau HA8 A3Y8AHHS
Kpumepiié oyinio8aHHA PYUHYE GHYMPIUHIO MOMUBAYTIO MA CNOHMAHHICMb THHOPMATLHOT
83aeMo0ii. Tpaduyitini iHcmpymenmu OYiHIOBaHHs He 30amHi MOYHO GUMIPAMU NPASCMATIUYHE
ma KynomypHi 3000VMKU, OMPUMAHi y pe3ynbmami iH@OOPMATbHOSO BUBUEHHS MOSU.
Jlooamxosi cknradnowi noe’szami 3 npodremamu HepiBHOMIPHO20 0OCMYNY 00 YUPDPOBUX
pecypcis, uacosumu 0OMedCeHHAMU mda BaNIOHICMI0 OYiHI8AHHA. [{iA NOOONAHHA YUX
BUKTIUKIG Y CIAMMI NPONOHYIOMbCS 3MEUAHT MEMOOU, W0 SKII0YArOMb KLIbKICHI (OnumyeamnHs,
mecmu Ha 3HAHHS MO8U) OJisl OYIHIOBAHHS pe3yibmamis, ma sKicHi (peghiexcusHi scypuanu,
inmepg’10) O oyinku cmydenmamu 61acHoi egekmusHocmi ma camozo npoyecy. YV
00CHIONCEHHI 3POOAEHO BUCHOBOK, WO MAKCUMI3AYIs YIHHOCMI IHQOPMATLHO20 HAGYAHHS
sUMazae KOMOIHOBAHO20 NIOX00Y: pO3POOKU GANIOHUX MA HAOIUHUX [HCMPYMEHMI8
OYIHIOBAHHS, SKI MOYHO GUMIDIOIOMb  THQGOPMATLHI  pesyavmamu, ma NioUWeHHS
KOMNEMeHMHOCMI 8UKIA0ayie 6 OYIHI8anHi camocmitnoi pobomu. [la incmumyyitina
HeobXioHicmb mae Oymu 3abe3neyena HoOpMamueHO-3aK0H00A84Y010 6a3010 0Jisl OPIYiliHO20
niomeepodiCeH s pe3yIbmamis, OMPUMAHUX WAAXOM THPOPMATLHOT 0c8imu.

Kniouosi cnoea: ingopmanvne susuenns IM, gopmanvie nasuanus, yugpoge
ocgimHme cepedoguuye, COYianbHi MEPeICi, ABMOHOMISI CIYOeHMA, KilbKICHI Memoou, SIKICHI
Memoou, pe3yibmamu iHpOpMaIbHO20 HAGUAHHS.

INTRODUCTION

Foreign language (FL) acquisition increasingly occurs in both formal classroom
settings and informal contexts such as digital media, online communities, gaming, social
interaction and travel. While formal instruction provides structure and systematic skill
development, informal learning often involves learner autonomy, motivation, and real-
world communicative competence.

Formal FL instruction often overlooks the potential of informal learning
experiences. Despite the growing recognition of informal learning, its integration into
formal classroom instruction varies significantly across countries. Teachers may lack
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methodological guidance for integrating informal learning into classroom practice. Cultural,
curricular, and pedagogical differences influence how teachers perceive, apply, and balance
their approaches. Taking into account the outcomes of informal learning is essential for
designing curricula and teacher training programs that leverage both informal and formal
learning effectively This study considers cross-cultural variations in approaches to
integrating informal foreign language learning and formal instruction, with the aim of
identifying effective, internationally applicable strategies.

THE AIM OF THE STUDY

Thus, the aim of our study is to research the approaches to integrating informal FL
learning and formal instruction in the cross-cultural context and to analyse how teachers
can implement and adapt these approaches in different educational contexts.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH METHODS

Research on informal language learning is currently dominated by three
interconnected themes: the ubiquity of digital environments, the necessity of learner
autonomy and the push for integration with formal instruction.

The vast majority of contemporary research has shifted from generic ‘informal
learning’ to the technologically-mediated context, most often identified as Informal Digital
Language Learning (IDLL) (Barkati et al., 2024; Guo & Lee, 2023; Lee & Lee, 2021; Rezai
et al., 2024).

IDLL is consistently defined as language learning that occurs autonomously in
out-of-class digital contexts independent of formal instruction (Lee & Lee, 2021).

Activities frequently studied include: receptive — watching FL. YouTube videos,
engaging with FL content on social media, streaming; productive — writing comments or
interacting with others in a FL on social media or in online games (Toffoli et al., 2023).

The quality (diversity and variety) of IDLL activities is more significantly
associated with FL vocabulary and proficiency outcomes than the sheer quantity
(frequency/amount of time spent). This suggests that varied exposure combining both
meaning-focused (e.g. watching a movie) and form-focused (e.g. using a language app)
activities is essential.

Researchers are increasingly investigating the role of modern tools, such as the
pedagogical potential of Al Chatbots, to enhance receptive skills and enrich out-of-class
learning environments (Toffoli et al., 2023).

The core link between informal learning and learner autonomy (the ability to take
charge of one’s own learning) has been defined as a primary research focus. (Benson, 2013).

The shift to emergency remote teaching during the pandemic forced a greater
emphasis on self-accessment and virtual learning, providing an unplanned natural
experiment on learner autonomy. Studies from this period highlight that while teachers and
learners recognized the potential, many struggled with self-management skills required for
independent learning (Oportus-Torres et al., 2024).

Informal learning is powerful because the focus of control rests with the learner.
Engagement with informal activities gives students a sense of control over their language
learning, which is a vital step in developing learner autonomy (Benson, 2013).

A persistent theme is the tension between autonomous practice and established
formal learning culture. Learners, when given full autonomy online, sometimes revert to
highly structured, classroom-like behaviors (like note-taking and seeking credentialed
resources) that they are most familiar with, even viewing unstructured content (like pop
culture) as a ‘guilty pleasure’ rather than a legitimate learning space (Benson, 2013).
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Recent studies have moved beyond simply confirming a positive link to
identifying the specific psychological mechanisms through which informal learning leads to
success. The concept of Flow Theory is frequently used to explain engagement in IDLL.
When learners’ skills match the enjoyment/challenge of an informal activity, they enter a
state of ‘flow’ that boosts their engagement, persistence, and enjoyment, which in turn
leads to better outcomes (Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 2010).

Research suggests that informal digital learning positively influences online self-
efficacy (a belief in one’s ability to learn digitally) and digital competence, which then
serves as a partial mediator in the relationship between digital literacy and overall academic
success (Barkati et al., 2024).

Studies examining motivational factors have revealed that instrumental motivation
(using the language for a practical goal, e.g. work, travel) and interest in the language are
highly significant predictors of FL proficiency gained through informal means (Truong,
2021; Ghafar, 2023). The social aspect is also crucial, with the density of a learner’s social
network of FL speakers being a strong predictor of mastery (Malerba, 2012).

There is a clear pedagogical shift towards explicitly integrating informal learning
into formal curricula. The field has moved from viewing them as separate entities to placing
them on a continuum. Explicit integration, where teachers acknowledge students’ out-of-
class digital habits, has been shown to increase student engagement with informal learning,
provide opportunities for practical oral practice, and directly support the development of
learner autonomy. Teachers are increasingly seen as facilitators of informal learning, tasked
with providing affective support (recognizing and encouraging IDLL), cognitive support
(providing tips and resources), and behavioral support (acting as role models) (Rezai et al.,
2024).

The complexity of measuring this ‘balance’ has led to a greater reliance on mixed-
methods designs, combining quantitative scales (to measure IDLL frequency, motivation,
and proficiency scores) with qualitative methods like virtual ethnography and reflective
journals (to understand a learner’s individual, autonomous process) (Barkati et al., 2024;
Lee & Lee, 2021).

Thus, current research strongly suggests that informal FL learning and formal
instruction should be regarded as interconnected aspects of a single, continuous learning
spectrum rather than distinct, separate categories.

RESULTS

Major U.S. universities have actively introduced or leveraged informal language
learning within their formal curricula, particularly in Foreign Language and English as a
Second Language (ESL) programs. Contemporary FL university programs in are
increasingly adopting structured models to formally integrate students’ informal learning
habits with the academic curriculum, moving past simple encouragement to implementing
systems of accountability.

One such approach involves Formal Recognition and Accountability, where
instructors at FL programs first conduct a ‘curriculum audit’ or survey to understand
students’ existing IDLL activities, such as media consumption or gaming. This data then
drives formal assignments: students are required to maintain an Informal Learning Journal,
logging and reflecting on their FL consumption for a formal grade, and receive
contextualized homework that directly references the informal content they are already
engaging with (e.g. using a Netflix clip to identify a grammar point) (Toffoli et al., 2023).
This method operationalizes autonomous learning by giving it explicit institutional

recognition.
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A second model, the Project-Based Language Learning (PBLL) Model, centers the
formal course around an extended, graded task that mandates the use of authentic, external
informal resources. In intermediate university FL courses, for instance, a project (like
creating a travel guide) requires a Resource Mandate demanding evidence of resourceful
searching across informal channels, such as community forums or YouTube vlogger
content. The final grade is based not only on the FL product but also on a metacognitive
reflection detailing how the informal sources challenged them or provided unique input
missing from the textbook. This approach aligns with integration models by structurally
steering learners toward beneficial, self-directed resource discovery, thus actively nurturing
learner autonomy (Hill, 2018).

The Language Exchange Program / Virtual Tandem Requirement directly
formalizes the social and interactional dimensions of informal learning, especially in upper-
level FL courses focused on communicative competence. This involves setting mandatory
hours when students must complete a minimum amount of FL practice with native speakers
via virtual platforms. Crucially, they must submit a post-interaction report that documents
specific cultural encounters, idiomatic phrases learned, or communication strategies used.
This method addresses the critical need for practical communicative skills by
institutionalizing the social engagement component, ensuring accountability for
autonomous interaction with the FL community. The above mentioned examples illustrate a
significant pedagogical shift toward designing formal systems that reward and assess
students’ autonomous engagement with the FL world outside the classroom (American
University, Washington, D.C., 2025).

In the context of balancing informal and formal language learning, researchers
often use a combination of quantitative instruments (surveys, tests) and qualitative
techniques (interviews, journals) to gain comprehensive insights.

Learner autonomy is defined as the capacity to take charge of one’s own learning
(Benson, 2013). Because it’s a cognitive and behavioral trait, it requires a multi-faceted
approach. The measurement of learner autonomy in FL learning applies a diverse set of
tools that fall primarily into two methodological categories: quantitative and qualitative.

Quantitative methods focus on assessing the perceived level of autonomy and the
frequency of autonomous behaviors. These methods include Self-Report Surveys (like the
Learner Autonomy Scale), which typically use a Likert format to measure a learner’s
subjective perception of their own self-management, goal-setting abilities, and reflection
practices (Benson, 2013). Another quantitative tool is the Informal Learning Inventory
(such as the IDLL Inventory), which shifts the focus to Behavioral Autonomy by tracking
the frequency with which learners engage in independent activities outside the classroom,
such as watching FL content or using language apps. Both these quantitative measures
provide scalable data useful for statistical analysis regarding the what and how much of
autonomous learning (Lee & Lee, 2021).

Qualitative methods differ by attempting to reveal the complexities of a learner’s
mindset, exploring their decision-making process, sense of control (agency), personal
beliefs, and motivational goals.Tools like Reflective Journals or Diaries ask learners to log
their FL activities and articulate the reasons and strategies behind their choices. Analysis of
these journals through thematic coding reveals the process of autonomous decision-making
and the challenges encountered, assessing a learner’s sense of agency.

Semi-Structured Interviews are employed to investigate a learner’s underlying
beliefs and intentions. By asking open-ended questions about their perception of control,
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motivation, and a teacher’s role, researchers can uncover the personal and contextual
factors that shape their autonomous behavior. This qualitative approach provides the critical
why and how behind the measured autonomy, offering context that pure numbers cannot.

Informal Learning Outcomes can be assessed both objectively (standardized tests)
and subjectively (self-assessment). Assessment relies on both quantitative and qualitative
methods to focus on different dimensions of a learner’s ability.

Quantitative tools are primarily used for objective measurement and comparison.
The Standardized Proficiency Tests are a key quantitative method, often employing a
pre/post-test design to measure gains in objective proficiency. These tests typically focus on
receptive skills such as vocabulary and reading comprehension, which are strongly
influenced by exposure through both formal and informal learning. Examples include well-
known instruments like the Vocabulary Levels Test or sub-scores from standardized
placement exams (e.g. TOEFL/IELTS, CEFR-aligned tests). A second quantitative tool is
Grammar/Usage Tests. These focus on Structural Accuracy through formats like multiple-
choice questions and gap-filling exercises. This method measures the retention of specific
form-focused knowledge often acquired through structured classroom instruction,
sometimes using custom-designed tests that cover the exact grammar points taught in a
formal curriculum (The University of Texas at Austin, 2025).

In addition to objective testing, two other methods assess a learner’s experience
and practical output. The Self-Assessment of Proficiency is a quantitative method that
assesses perceived competence. By using a Likert scale (e.g. rating confidence from 1 to 7),
this tool measures a learner’s self-efficacy and confidence in using a FL, which is a vital
aspect of motivation and willingness to communicate.

Performance-Based Tasks employ a qualitative methodology to assess
communicative competence. This method goes beyond discrete-point testing by assessing
practical, holistic skills like fluency, complexity, and overall effectiveness of
communication. These tasks, which might include role-plays or presentations, rely on
qualitative data — coded transcripts or ratings from independent observers using a holistic
rubric — to gauge a learner’s real-world communicative competence.

Assessing integrated informal language learning presents several interconnected
challenges that stem from the very nature of informal learning itself. One major difficulty
concerns the tension between authenticity and accountability. Informal learning is
inherently unstructured, autonomous, and often unintentional, but it requires adding grading
structure, which can fundamentally alter the experience. This creates a ‘formalizing
paradox’: once an instructor assigns tasks such as watching a set amount of FL content and
logging it, the activity shifts from intrinsically motivated engagement to an extrinsic
requirement, potentially diminishing enjoyment and the authenticity that make informal
learning effective (Toffoli et al., 2023). There is also a significant challenge of accurately
assessing the quality of the linguistic material (or data) to which students are exposed;
instructors cannot determine whether students truly engaged with the material or merely
completed the minimal, verifiable task such as submitting a log.

The second challenge lies in defining and measuring learning outcomes.
Traditional assessment tools are poorly suited for assessing the types of gains informal
learning produces, such as fluency, cultural insight, pragmatic competence, and passive
vocabulary growth — skills that standardized tests struggle to measure. This mismatch
means that students may demonstrate real-world communicative improvements while still
performing poorly on grammar-focused assessments (University of Michigan, 2025).
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Further complicating matters is the lack of standardization: since students engage with
diverse informal resources — from video games to news articles — their learning outcomes
vary widely, making a single common assessment unfair or invalid. The attribution problem
also arises, as it is often impossible to determine whether learning gains stemmed from
informal activities or from formal instruction.

Equity and access present additional concerns when informal digital activities are
incorporated into formal assessment. Although digital access is widespread, disparities
remain in terms of internet speed, device quality, and availability of paid platforms,
meaning that requiring digitally mediated informal learning may inadvertently disadvantage
students from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Time availability also varies
significantly: students with jobs, caregiving responsibilities, or limited unstructured time
may be unable to engage as extensively as their peers, making quantity-based evaluation
potentially inequitable (Harvard University, 2025).

Issues of assessment validity and reliability arise when instructors attempt to
evaluate subjective and highly variable informal learning experiences. When students
submit reflective journals or post-interaction reports, grades often end up reflecting their
writing ability or analytical skills rather than the quality of the informal learning itself.
Moreover, many instructors lack training in assessing autonomous, non-traditional learning
artifacts; as Lee (2021) argues, effective integration requires teachers to develop new
competencies as facilitators and evaluators of self-directed learning — skills not typically
emphasized in current teacher preparation programs (Lee and Lee, 2021).

In Ukraine integration of informal language learning and formal instruction is
characterized by legislative recognition, focus on digital tools, and increased practical
necessity due to recent national challenges (the pandemic and the war). While the
Ukrainian Law on Education formally distinguishes between formal (regulated by state
qualifications), non-formal (structured programs leading to a professional certificate), and
informal (self-directed, everyday) learning, the legal framework for the recognition and
validation of informal learning outcomes is still being implemented.

Since 2022, many higher and professional pre-higher education institutions have
established internal procedures to recognize learning outcomes gained through non-formal
and informal education, often for employees seeking professional qualifications or for
students who have obtained international language certificates (e.g. including results in a
student’s rating). This legal recognition is crucial as it creates an incentive for students to
pursue autonomous learning.

CONCLUSIONS AND PROSPECTS OF FURTHER RESEARCH

The research concludes that the integration of informal language learning and
formal instruction is a key educational priority, stemming from the realization that both of
them must be viewed as a single, uninterrupted flow where different experiences are closely
linked. IDLL, which is based on instrumental motivation and psychological flow, is vital
for developing learner autonomy and real-world communicative competence, with the
quality and variety of digital exposure being more predictive of success than mere quantity.
To formally bridge this gap, institutions are successfully implementing structured models
that impose accountability while granting formal recognition to autonomous effort. These
models include requiring graded Informal Learning Journals based on digital activity,
implementing Project-Based Language Learning that involves the use of informal
resources, and formalizing social interaction through Virtual Tandem requirements, all of
which emphasizing a teacher’s role as a facilitator of self-directed learning.
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Assessment of this integration faces some challenges. The ‘formalizing paradox’
arises because imposing structure for grading can destroy the intrinsic motivation and
authenticity of spontaneous informal engagement. Traditional assessment tools suffer from
a focus mismatch, as they fail to assess the pragmatic and cultural gains of IDLL, leading to
an attribution problem where gains cannot be isolated from formal instruction. Further
complexities arise from equity concerns regarding unequal digital access and time
availability, and persistent issues with assessment validity because grades often measure
formal skills (like reflection) rather than the informal experience itself. Maximizing the
value of informal learning requires a dual approach: fixing faulty assessment methods and
improving teacher competency in evaluating autonomous work. This institutional necessity
is highlighted by legislative moves in Ukraine to formally validate informal and non-formal
education outcomes.

Future research may be focused on developing valid and reliable assessment tools
that assess informal learning outcomes. There is a need to investigate equity issues,
particularly how socio-economic and technological inequalities affect access to informal
digital learning. Further work is required to design effective teacher training models that
prepare instructors to facilitate and evaluate informal learning. Long-term research could
clarify how learner autonomy develops over time, while emerging Al tools require
understanding their potential role in supporting informal language learning. Research
should focus on practical mechanisms to formally recognize and validate informal learning
within national qualification frameworks.
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