
Introduction and background 
Interest in the demarcation between 'formal, non-formal, and informal learning’ started in the 1960s. At the 
time there was a perception that educational systems were not transforming themselves to meet changing 
conditions in society, so there was discussion around how pupils’ needs might be met through differing 
learning arrangements. This debate has contemporary relevance since schools in the UK are enjoying 
increased levels of curricular autonomy and are exploring less formalised learning arrangements (e.g., 
project-based learning or elements of the International Baccalaureate (IB), such as the Theory of 
Knowledge component). Understanding non-formality in learning can contribute to thinking around 
effective curriculum design and the structuring of learning in schools. This review uses research literature 
to outline the characteristics, benefits, and disadvantages of formal, non-formal, and informal learning.  

Key points 
Methodology 

• Researchers began by choosing 6 databases with a
large amount of published peer-reviewed literature.
They searched for documents published in the last 20
years relating to educational science and research.

• The search identified 134 documents which matched
the criteria for inclusion in the review process. Finally,
the selected documents were coded to capture
definitions of formal, informal, and non-formal learning,
and to explore the benefits and disadvantages of each.

What is formal learning? 

• Formal learning involves learning institutions, and a
defined role for educators (e.g., teachers).

• Learning in formal systems is generally hierarchic (i.e.,
based on learning objectives which are organised into
linear progressions). Institutions and educators have
timetabling responsibilities and employ direct teaching
behaviours such as demonstrating, explaining, giving
feedback, making corrections, and setting goals.

• Formal systems also tend to stipulate minimum
requirements for mandated learner participation (e.g.,
years of attendance or guided learning hours).

• Learning in formal systems is intentional on the part of
educators and learners. It often results in certification
and recognition in ratified diplomas or qualifications
(Ivanova, 2016; Pienimäki et al., 2021). The motivation
for formal learning tends to be aligned to the concept of
extrinsic motivation – i.e., the pursuit of external
rewards.

• Formal learning tends to focus heavily on
propositional1 rather than procedural knowledge2

forms.
• Some argue that formal learning has more emphasis

on cognitive achievement, i.e., successes attributable
to cognitive abilities.

• A formal curriculum is organised and governed by a
well-defined set of rules or features. It is often a written

1 Propositional knowledge is ‘knowledge that’ – e.g., 
knowing that Turin is in Italy.  

programme with a number of aspects, such as aims, 
objectives/standards, lesson plans, equipment to be 
used, content, order of teaching for specific topics, an 
evaluation process, teaching strategies, textbooks, and 
assessments. 

• Formal curricula will also tend to organise content
sequentially, following a conscious strategy to develop
learners’ knowledge to a higher level.

Benefits and disadvantages of formal learning 

• The specified nature of formal learning means that it
can be used to standardise educational practices
across a system. It can control education in the
interests of efficiency. It can also raise the status of
certain skills and knowledge that are considered to be
important to society.

• Access to high-status propositional knowledge (based
on ability rather than social contacts or status) has the
potential to empower learners from disadvantaged or
marginal groups, thereby enhancing social mobility. A
formal curriculum, when mandated at a national level,
should expose most learners to common ideas and
knowledge and undermine inequality of access
between different groups in the national population.

• Formal learning has well-established evaluation and
assessment methodologies. Testing and assessment
within formal education and training can draw on a long
history of practice, research, and theory.

• However, the formal concept of education and learning
lacks the ability to truly describe ‘what is going on.’
Formal curricula will not represent how each teacher
interprets and delivers them or what learners think and
experience as they are exposed to them.

• Not all learners engage positively with formal learning;
some perceive it as rigid and are resistant to teacher-
led instruction. Furthermore, formal curricula may not
have the same outcomes for indigenous and non-

2 Procedural knowledge is ‘knowing how’ – e.g., knowing 
how to ride a bicycle.  

EPRS 22/23 
18 

Cambridge University Press & Assessment: September 2022 

Formal, Non-formal and Informal Learning: What are 
they and how can we research them? 



 

https:/www.gov.  

The full document can be downloaded from: 
 
https://www.cambridgeassessment.org.uk/Images/665425-formal-non-formal-and-informal-learning-
what-are-they-and-how-can-we-research-them-.pdf 
 

©Education Policy & Research Service 2022. University of Bristol School of Education, 35 Berkeley Square, Bristol, BS8 1JA 

 

indigenous learners. If a curriculum is written in a way 
that represents one group more than others, it may 
contain biases towards that group 

• It has been suggested that formal learning approaches 
which entail a mandated curriculum and high-stakes 
assessments can restrict teachers’ pedagogic freedom. 

 
Definition of non-formal learning  
 

• Coombs and Ahmed (1974) define non-formal 
education as “any organized, systematic, educational 
activity carried on outside the framework of the formal 
system to provide selected types of learning to 
particular subgroups in the population, adults as well 
as children”. 

• Non-formal learning is systematically planned to an 
extent and structured around learning objectives. It 
takes place outside compulsory educational provision, 
but can take place anywhere (e.g., in school buildings). 

• Non-formal learning is often self-directed, and involves 
a degree of student choice (e.g., flexible modular 
arrangements or choice of content within learning 
programmes). It relies on some element of intrinsic 
motivation, a greater freedom for learners to join or 
leave an activity (voluntarism), and use of assessment 
to principally inform learning. 

• Non-formal education is aimed at specific groups of 
learners, firstly to educate those not currently served 
by formal education, and secondly to encourage social 
inclusion through targeting specifically marginalised 
learners. 

• Non-formal learning represents a shift from 
institutionalised control over knowledge (e.g., craft 
guilds, schools, etc.) towards individualised control and 
self-directed learning. It is generally less credential-
based than formal learning, so relies less on formal 
qualifications. 

• A non-formal curriculum can work alongside the formal 
curriculum and can possess some characteristics of 
formal systems, such as following institutionalised 
frameworks. 

 
Benefits and disadvantages of non-formal learning  
 

• Learning in ‘authentic’ contexts can foster intrinsic 
motivation and engage learners. 

• Non-formal learning provides flexibility, allowing 
learners who work at a slower pace to not feel rushed 
or unable to keep up with the pace of more rigid, time-
pressured curriculum delivery.  

• Non-formal learning (such as field trips) can have a 
holistic impact on learners, cultivating affective, 
cognitive, and social domains. On a cognitive level, 
learning in non-formal contexts can have a long-lasting 
impact on memory. 

• There is evidence that field trips impact on critical 
thinking skills through encouraging interdisciplinary, 
cross-curricular knowledge linkages. 

• The ‘loose space’ of non-formal learning contexts can 
create opportunities for new ways for learners to work 
together.  

• Non-formal learning programmes that lack links to a 
rigid curriculum structure can lead to varying practices 
and suboptimal outcomes. Context and educator 
variability is also a concern.  

• High non-completion rates for some non-formal 
learning courses are a concern, and a lack of 
assessment and monitoring make it challenging to 

evaluate whether this is due to learning programme 
quality. 

 
Definition of informal learning 

 
• Informal learning includes tacit knowledge that is not 

specifically sought and can remain unnoticed by the 
learner.  

• Informal learning is embedded in meaningful activity, is 
likely to be initiated by the learner, and is motivated by 
a perceived need. It is voluntaristic and not explicitly 
structured by others.  

• Informal learning is heavily situation dependent. 
Although it occurs everywhere, it is highly 
contextualised and shaped by the environment in 
which it occurs, as is the case with situated learning. 
Learning is therefore shaped directly by features of the 
learning environment where tasks ‘make sense’ in 
relation to a particular context.  

• Informal learning defies systematic organisation. It can 
appear haphazard (i.e., not sequentially structured) 
and it cannot be certificated. 

• Informal learning may involve non-verbal modes of 
behaviour (i.e., learning through doing). These non-
verbal modes include imitation, copying or mirroring of 
expert skills and knowledge, modelling, or private trial 
and error. 

• Informal learning is often linked to the ‘hidden 
curriculum’ in schools – i.e., that part of the curriculum 
which deals implicitly with concepts/elements such as 
values, norms, ethics, and emotions. 

 
Benefits and disadvantages of informal learning  

 
• Informal learning accounts for an estimated 70−90 per 

cent of all learning. It plays an important role in 
learners’ socialisation and their adjustment to new 
environments. It helps to communicate the values, 
norms and actions that are seen as important in 
society and can encourage the development of social 
skills through shared activity and social interaction. 

• The lack of educational structure and routine can 
engage learners who may not traditionally achieve in 
certain subject areas. The voluntary nature of informal 
learning invokes learner agency and means that the 
learner can direct their study according to their 
personal needs.  

• Informal learning can complement formal education, 
effectively achieving formal curriculum aims via 
different approaches, as when optional activities are 
designed with elements of the formal curriculum in 
mind. 

• Informal learning gains can remain under-recognised 
and undervalued by the learner and others leading to 
underpaid employment. 

• The apparently haphazard, context dependent 
character of informal learning may make it possible 
that a learner does not encounter generalisable 
concepts, or that gains are random and narrow. 

• There are some concerns around whether learners can 
take informal knowledge and apply it to other situations 
beyond the one where they were originally exposed to 
the knowledge. 

• The ‘hidden curriculum’ aspect of informal learning 
may not be equally accessible to learners who have 
migrated from other countries or learners with special 
educational needs and disabilities, which in turn 
excludes them from social interactions. 


