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Abstract 
In the contemporary globalized milieu, ensuring mastery of a Second Language (SLA) has secured a place of paramount importance, serving as 
a cornerstone for improved communication, cross-cultural exchange, and economic upliftment. Eventually, Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 
is being extensively studied by researchers with a view to identifying the most effective methods for learning a new language subsequent to the 
acquisition of the first language (L1). Incidental learning, an area garnering growing interest in the field of second language acquisition (SLA), 
pertains to the acquisition of knowledge and skills unintentionally or without conscious effort. This study seeks to shed light on the role of 
incidental learning in second language acquisition (SLA), particularly its impact on the development of linguistic proficiency through the 
assimilation of implicit information. This research endeavour examines the theoretical frameworks, empirical evidence, and pedagogical 
implications of incidental learning in second language acquisition (SLA), drawing on principles from cognitive psychology, linguistics, and 
educational research. The present study seeks to provide valuable information for educators, learners, and researchers dedicated to enhancing 
language learning methodologies. Overall, the paper excavates the underlying concepts of incidental learning and its impact on language 
proficiency. 
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Introduction 
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) is a phenomenon that 
keeps providing researchers with ample opportunity to 
explore the many hitherto unexcavated tantalizing mysteries 
that determine effective linguistic performance. This domain 
of study primarily comes under linguistic, psychological, and 
social frameworks. Conventional approaches to language 
acquisition have frequently emphasized explicit instruction, 
which entails explicitly imparting grammatical rules, 
vocabulary, and language structures to learners. Recent 
studies have recognized the burgeoning importance of 
incidental learning, which is the process of acquiring 
language information and skills without conscious effort or 
formal teaching. This study aims at investigating the role of 
incidental learning in second language acquisition (SLA), to 
illuminate how it affects the development of language 
proficiency through the acquisition of implicit information. 
Incidental learning unfolds naturally when individuals 
encounter language input in real-life situations, such as 
everyday conversations, television programmes, and literary 
works. Explicit learning involves deliberate concentration and 
conscious exertion, whereas incidental learning occurs 
unconsciously when learners naturally assimilate language 
patterns and regularities from the content they come across. 
Theoretical frameworks, such as Stephen Krashen's Input 
Hypothesis, propose that language acquisition is most 
effective when learners are exposed to comprehensible 
material that is somewhat more challenging than their current 
level of proficiency. Per this approach, a significant portion of 

language information that is processed passively plays a 
pivotal role in the gradual improvement of linguistic skills. 
The Usage-Based Theory provides indispensable insights into 
the influence of unintentional learning on the development of 
language, alongside the Input Hypothesis. This theory 
proposes that the process of acquiring language is affected by 
consistent and substantial exposure to instances of language 
use, leading to the formation of cognitive schemas and mental 
representations of linguistic structures. Learners develop their 
implicit comprehension of grammar, vocabulary, and 
discourse rules by repeated exposure to language input. 
Consequently, this improves their capacity to generate and 
understand language. 
Empirical studies have amassed substantial evidence that 
supports the importance of incidental learning in the process 
of acquiring a second language (SLA). Studies deploying 
techniques such as eye-tracking, reaction time measurements, 
and neuroimaging have demonstrated that humans 
unconsciously learn grammatical patterns, vocabulary, and 
pragmatic norms via exposure to real language input. 
Longitudinal studies, which track the advancement of 
learners' language skills over time, have highlighted the 
cumulative influence of inadvertent learning on the 
development of language proficiency. 
Ensuring an in-depth understanding of the significance of 
incidental learning in second language acquisition (SLA) has 
substantial implications for the area of language instruction. 
While explicit teaching is advantageous for some aspects of 
language learning, educators may enhance learners' 
proficiency development by maximizing opportunities for 

Volume: 1  Issue: 8  Pages: 31-35 

Received: 05/March/2022 Int. J Res. Acad. World. 2022; 1(8):31-35  Accepted: 11/April/2022 

 
E-ISSN: 2583-1615 

Impact Factor: 4.714 
 



 

< 32 > 

https://academicjournal.ijraw.com IJRAW 

incidental learning. This may include providing learners with 
authentic language input via immersive experiences, 
multimedia resources, and communicative activities that 
promote meaningful interaction. Incorporating implicit 
learning activities, such as language games, storytelling, and 
task-based learning into instructional methods may foster the 
acquisition of implicit knowledge in a genuine and captivating 
manner. 
 
Review of Literature 
Research on Second Language Acquisition (SLA) has 
augmented acknowledgment of the importance of incidental 
learning, which refers to the acquisition of linguistic 
information and abilities without conscious effort or formal 
instruction (Smith, 2019) [6]. Incidental L2 learning is the kind 
of “learning that happens without the learner intending for it 
to occur” (Loewen & Hayo Reinders, 2011) [4]. The Input 
Hypothesis, a theoretical paradigm developed by Stephen 
Krashen, accentuates the significance of coherent input in the 
process of language acquisition (Krashen, 1985) [3]. Building 
upon this concept, being exposed to language input that is 
somewhat more advanced than the learners' present level of 
proficiency helps in acquiring language skills by embracing 
natural language learning methods. 
The Usage-Based Theory provides an alternative viewpoint 
on incidental learning, spotlighting the influence of language 
use patterns on the development of learners' linguistic 
competence (Tomasello, 2003) [8]. Learners build implicit 
knowledge of linguistic constructs and regularities, which 
contribute to their augmentation in language proficiency, via 
frequent and meaningful language usage examples (Ellis, 
2002) [1]. 
There is a profusion of empirical evidence that corroborates 
the concept of incidental learning in second language 
acquisition (SLA). Studies using eye-tracking technology 
have shown how learners distribute their attention to various 
linguistic characteristics while doing language-processing 
tasks (Ferreira et al., 2020) [2]. Neuroimaging studies have 
exposed information on the brain processes involved in 
incidental learning, showcasing the ability of the brain to 
change and adapt and the impacts of automatic processing 
(Mestres-Missé et al., 2008) [5]. Longitudinal studies have 
tracked the advancement of language learners over the course 
of time, revealing the gradual impact of unintentional learning 
on the improvement of language proficiency (Sullivan et al., 
2017) [7]. 
 
Theoretical Perspectives on Incidental Learning 
Input Hypothesis by Stephen Krashen 
The Input Hypothesis, posited by Stephen Krashen, is a 
prominent theoretical framework in Second Language 
Acquisition (SLA) that emphasizes the importance of 
comprehensible input for language learning. This hypothesis 
puts forth that language acquisition occurs naturally when 
learners are exposed to input that is slightly beyond their 
current level of proficiency but still comprehensible. Within 
the context of incidental learning, the Input Hypothesis 
suggests that much of the language input processed 
incidentally contributes to the incremental build-up of 
linguistic competence. 
 
Key Concepts 
• Comprehensible Input: According to the Input 

Hypothesis, language input must be comprehensible for 
learners to acquire language successfully. Comprehensible 

input refers to language that learners can grasp, even if it 
includes some linguistic elements or structures that may be 
unfamiliar. This concept underscores the importance of 
exposure to language input that is just challenging enough 
to push learners' linguistic boundaries without 
overwhelming them. 

• i+1: Krashen introduced the notion of "i+1" to represent 
the level of language input that is slightly more advanced 
than the learner's current proficiency level. The "i" 
represents the learner's current level of linguistic 
competence, while "+1" signifies input that is just beyond 
this level. As far as the Input Hypothesis is concerned, this 
optimal level of input encourages language acquisition by 
providing learners with opportunities to encounter new 
linguistic features in context. 

• Affective Filter: Krashen also proposed the concept of the 
affective filter, which refers to the psychological factors 
that can exert influence on language acquisition. Factors 
such as anxiety, motivation, and self-confidence can either 
facilitate or inhibit the processing of language input. When 
learners feel relaxed and motivated, their affective filter is 
low, allowing them to absorb language input more 
effectively. Conversely, high levels of anxiety or stress 
can increase the affective filter, impeding language 
acquisition. 

 
Relevance to Incidental Learning 
The Input Hypothesis is highly relevant to incidental learning 
in SLA because it brings to the forefront the importance of 
exposure to comprehensible input for language acquisition to 
occur naturally. In incidental learning situations, learners may 
encounter language input in various authentic contexts, such 
as conversations, media, or literature, without explicit 
instruction. The Input Hypothesis suggests that even in these 
incidental learning environments, the language input must be 
comprehensible and slightly challenging for learners to 
extract linguistic patterns and acquire new language 
knowledge implicitly. 
Moreover, the notion of "i+1" aligns with the idea that 
incidental learning occurs most effectively when learners are 
exposed to language input that is just beyond their current 
level of proficiency. Through exposure to slightly more 
advanced language features in context, learners are prompted 
to engage in cognitive processes that facilitate the acquisition 
of new linguistic knowledge. Therefore, the Input Hypothesis 
underscores the importance of providing learners with 
opportunities for exposure to comprehensible input, even in 
incidental learning contexts, to support their language 
proficiency development. 
 
Usage-Based Theory 
Usage-based theory is a theoretical framework in Second 
Language Acquisition (SLA) that stresses the importance of 
language use in shaping learners' linguistic knowledge and 
skills. Unlike traditional views of language acquisition that 
prioritize formal instruction and rule-based learning, Usage-
Based Theory posits that language learning emerges from the 
frequency and meaningfulness of language use instances. 
Within the context of incidental learning, Usage-Based 
Theory provides insights into how learners unconsciously 
acquire linguistic patterns and structures through exposure to 
authentic language input. 
Principles of Usage-Based Theory: 
• Language in Action: Usage-based theory postulates that 

language is fundamentally shaped by patterns of its usage. 
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Language learning occurs through exposure to instances of 
language use in communicative contexts, such as 
conversations, storytelling, and media interactions. 
Learners build their linguistic competence by observing 
and participating in these language-use events, gradually 
internalizing the regularities and conventions of the 
language. 

• Construction Grammar: Usage-based theory 
underscores the importance of constructions, which are 
combinations of form and meaning that encapsulate 
established patterns of language usage. Constructions 
range from simple word combinations to more complex 
syntactic structures and discourse patterns. Language 
learners acquire constructions through repeated exposure 
to instances of language use, which allows them to 
develop implicit knowledge of how language functions in 
different contexts. 

• Frequency and Fortification: According to Usage-based 
Theory, the frequency of exposure to linguistic 
constructions plays a pivotal role in language learning. 
High-frequency constructions are more likely to be 
acquired and used by learners, becoming entrenched in 
their linguistic system. As learners encounter constructions 
repeatedly in various contexts, they become more 
solidified and readily accessible in their mental lexicon, 
facilitating fluent language production and 
comprehension. 

 
Implications for Incidental Learning 
Usage-based theory has significant implications for 
understanding incidental learning in SLA. In incidental 
learning situations, learners are exposed to authentic language 
input without explicit instruction or conscious effort. Usage-
based theory suggests that incidental learning occurs as 
learners engage with language input in naturalistic contexts, 
such as conversations, media consumption, and language-rich 
environments. 
One key implication of Usage-based Theory for incidental 
learning is the importance of exposure to diverse and 
meaningful language input. Learners facilitate from 
encountering a wide array of linguistic constructions in 
authentic contexts, as this exposure allows them to observe 
the usage patterns of the language and internalize its 
regularities implicitly. Additionally, the theory highlights the 
role of frequency in shaping incidental learning outcomes. 
High-frequency constructions that learners encounter 
frequently in their language input are more likely to be 
acquired and integrated into their linguistic repertoire. 
Furthermore, Usage-based Theory emphasizes the dynamic 
nature of language learning, wherein learners continuously 
adapt and restructure their linguistic knowledge based on their 
interactions with the language environment. In incidental 
learning contexts, learners engage in cognitive processes such 
as pattern recognition, analogical reasoning, and schema 
building, which contribute to the acquisition of implicit 
language knowledge. By understanding the principles of 
Usage-Based Theory, educators can design learning 
environments that maximize opportunities for incidental 
learning and support learners' language proficiency 
development through exposure to authentic language input. 
 
Empirical Evidence on Incidental Learning 
Eye-Tracking Studies: Eye-tracking studies have provided 
considerable insights into the mechanisms underlying 
incidental learning in Second Language Acquisition (SLA). 

By monitoring learners' eye movements as they interact with 
language input, researchers can assess how attention is 
allocated to different linguistic features and how learners 
extract information from the input. Methodologies employed 
in eye-tracking studies typically involve presenting 
participants with visual stimuli, such as written texts or 
images containing language, while tracking their eye 
movements using specialized equipment. 
 
Methodologies 
Experimental Design: Eye-tracking studies in SLA often 
employ experimental designs wherein participants are 
presented with written texts, images, or multimedia materials 
containing language input. These materials may include 
sentences, paragraphs, or entire texts in the target language. 
Participants' eye movements are tracked using eye-tracking 
devices, which record the duration and sequence of fixations 
(periods of stable gaze) on different regions of the stimuli. 
Controlled Variables: Researchers carefully control 
variables such as stimulus presentation time, text complexity, 
and linguistic features of interest to ensure consistency across 
participants and conditions. Additionally, eye-tracking studies 
may incorporate manipulation checks or comprehension 
questions to assess participants' understanding of the language 
input. 
 
Findings 
Attention Allocation: Eye-tracking studies have revealed 
how learners allocate their attention to different linguistic 
features during incidental learning tasks. For example, 
researchers have observed that learners tend to fixate more on 
content words (nouns, verbs, adjectives) than function words 
(articles, prepositions, conjunctions) when processing written 
texts. This pattern of attention allocation may reflect learners' 
focus on extracting meaning from the input. 
Linguistic Processing Strategies: Eye-tracking data project 
insights into the cognitive processes involved in language 
processing and comprehension. Researchers can analyze 
fixation patterns, saccades (rapid eye movements), and 
regressions (backward eye movements) to infer how learners 
process and integrate linguistic information in real-time. For 
instance, longer fixations or multiple regressions may indicate 
difficulties in processing intricate syntactic structures or 
unfamiliar vocabulary. 
Implicit Learning Effects: Eye-tracking studies have 
demonstrated the incidental acquisition of linguistic 
knowledge through exposure to visual stimuli containing 
language input. Researchers have observed that learners' eye 
movement patterns change over time as they become more 
familiar with the language input, suggesting implicit learning 
effects. For example, learners may exhibit shorter fixation 
durations or more efficient scanning strategies as they 
internalize linguistic regularities and patterns. 
Overall, eye-tracking studies provide valuable empirical 
evidence about the role of incidental learning in SLA by 
illuminating the cognitive processes involved in language 
processing and comprehension. By tracking learners' eye 
movements during interactions with language input, 
researchers can unravel how incidental learning occurs 
naturally and inform instructional practices aimed at 
optimizing language learning outcomes. 
B. Reaction Time Measures 
Reaction time measures are commonly used in Second 
Language Acquisition (SLA) research to assess the speed and 
efficiency of cognitive processes involved in language 
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processing and comprehension. By measuring participants' 
response times to linguistic stimuli, researchers can infer how 
quickly learners process and integrate language input, 
including incidental learning effects. Experimental designs in 
reaction time studies typically involve presenting participants 
with linguistic stimuli, such as words, sentences, or 
grammatical structures, and recording their response times to 
various tasks or prompts. 
 
Experimental Designs 
Lexical Decision Tasks: In lexical decision tasks, 
participants are presented with letter strings or words and are 
asked to indicate whether each item is a real word or a non-
word by pressing a designated key or button as quickly as 
possible. This task assesses participants' ability to recognize 
and discriminate between real words and non-words, 
providing insights into lexical access and vocabulary 
knowledge. 
Sentence Processing Tasks: Sentence processing tasks 
involve presenting participants with grammatical or 
ungrammatical sentences and asking them to make judgments 
about the sentences' acceptability or correctness. Participants 
may be instructed to respond as quickly and accurately as 
possible to indicate whether each sentence is grammatically 
correct or contains errors. This task assesses participants' 
syntactic processing abilities and their sensitivity to 
grammatical violations. 
 
Results 
Incidental Learning Effects: Reaction time studies have 
provided evidence for the incidental acquisition of linguistic 
knowledge through exposure to language input. Researchers 
have observed that participants exhibit faster reaction times 
and more accurate responses to linguistic stimuli that they 
have been exposed to repeatedly, indicating implicit learning 
effects. For example, learners may show quicker lexical 
access and recognition for words encountered multiple times 
in the input, even if they were not explicitly taught. 
Processing Efficiency: Reaction time data can reveal 
differences in processing efficiency between native and non-
native speakers of a language. Studies comparing reaction 
times between these groups have found that non-native 
speakers often exhibit longer response times and increased 
processing effort when encountering linguistic stimuli in the 
target language. This difference may reflect challenges in 
lexical access, syntactic parsing, and semantic integration for 
non-native speakers due to their limited proficiency and 
linguistic experience. 
Task-Specific Effects: Reaction time measures can capture 
task-specific effects related to different types of language 
processing tasks. For instance, lexical decision tasks may 
elicit faster response times for high-frequency words or words 
with transparent orthographic representations, reflecting 
facilitation effects based on word familiarity and orthographic 
regularity. In contrast, sentence processing tasks may reveal 
longer response times for syntactically complex or 
semantically ambiguous sentences, reflecting processing 
difficulties associated with these linguistic features. 
Overall, reaction time measures offer valuable insights into 
the cognitive processes underlying language processing and 
comprehension, including incidental learning effects in SLA. 
By analyzing participants' response times to linguistic stimuli, 
researchers can uncover how learners extract linguistic 
regularities from the input and inform instructional practices 
aimed at optimizing language learning outcomes. 

Neuroimaging Studies 
Neuroimaging studies have provided valuable insights into 
the brain mechanisms underlying incidental learning in 
Second Language Acquisition (SLA). By using techniques 
such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), 
electroencephalography (EEG), and magnetoencephalography 
(MEG), researchers can examine brain activity patterns 
associated with language processing and learning. Insights 
from neuroimaging studies shed light on how the brain 
responds to language input and adapts to incidental learning 
experiences. 
Insights into Brain Mechanisms of Incidental Learning: 
Neural Plasticity: Neuroimaging studies have brought to 
light that incidental learning induces neural plasticity, the 
brain's ability to reorganize and adapt in response to 
experiences. Exposure to language input triggers changes in 
neural connectivity and activation patterns within language-
related brain regions, facilitating the acquisition and 
processing of linguistic knowledge. For example, studies have 
shown increased activation in regions such as the prefrontal 
cortex, temporal lobes, and parietal lobes during incidental 
learning tasks, indicating the involvement of these areas in 
language processing and memory consolidation. 
Automaticity and Effortlessness: Neuroimaging data 
suggest that incidental learning processes often occur 
automatically and effortlessly, without conscious awareness 
or intentional effort. Brain activation patterns associated with 
incidental learning tasks exhibit characteristics of automatic 
processing, such as reduced activation in prefrontal areas 
involved in executive control and increased activation in 
sensory and association areas. This pattern suggests that 
learners rely on automatic processing mechanisms to extract 
linguistic regularities and encode them into memory during 
incidental learning experiences. 
Implicit Learning Networks: Neuroimaging studies have 
identified neural networks implicated in implicit learning 
processes, including the acquisition of linguistic knowledge 
through exposure to language input. These networks involve 
interconnected brain regions such as the hippocampus, basal 
ganglia, and cortical areas associated with perceptual 
processing and memory consolidation. Functional 
connectivity analyses have revealed coordinated activity 
within these networks during incidental learning tasks, 
highlighting their role in supporting implicit learning 
mechanisms. 
Role of Feedback and Reinforcement: Neuroimaging data 
provide insights into how feedback and reinforcement signals 
influence incidental learning processes in the brain. Studies 
have shown that the presentation of feedback or reinforcement 
cues modulates neural responses in reward-related brain 
regions such as the ventral striatum and medial prefrontal 
cortex. These regions play a crucial role in encoding the 
salience and value of linguistic stimuli, enhancing memory 
consolidation and retention of learned information. 
Overall, neuroimaging studies offer valuable insights into the 
brain mechanisms underlying incidental learning in SLA. By 
examining brain activity patterns during language processing 
and learning tasks, researchers can uncover the neural 
substrates of incidental learning processes and inform 
instructional practices aimed at optimizing language learning 
outcomes. 
 
Longitudinal Research 
Longitudinal research in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 
plays a crucial role in understanding the trajectory of 
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language development over time and examining the 
cumulative effects of incidental learning on learners' 
proficiency growth. By tracking learners' language abilities 
longitudinally, researchers can observe changes in linguistic 
knowledge, skills, and proficiency levels over extended 
periods. Insights from longitudinal studies provide valuable 
evidence for the role of incidental learning in shaping 
language acquisition outcomes. 
Tracking Language Development over Time: Longitudinal 
Design: Longitudinal studies typically involve following a 
group of language learners over an extended period, ranging 
from months to years. Researchers collect data at multiple 
time points throughout the study period, allowing them to 
assess changes in learners' language abilities over time. Data 
collection methods may include language assessments, 
proficiency tests, interviews, and language use observations. 
Language Proficiency Growth: Longitudinal research 
allows researchers to examine the trajectory of language 
proficiency growth among learners. By measuring learners' 
proficiency levels at different points in time, researchers can 
assess the rate and patterns of language development and 
identify factors that contribute to variability in proficiency 
outcomes. Longitudinal data provide insights into how 
incidental learning experiences accumulate over time and 
influence learners' overall language proficiency. 
Individual Differences: Longitudinal studies enable 
researchers to explore individual differences in language 
development trajectories among learners. By examining 
variability in proficiency growth rates, researchers can 
identify factors such as aptitude, motivation, and exposure to 
language input that influence learners' language learning 
outcomes. Longitudinal data allow for the identification of 
learner-specific patterns of incidental learning and their 
impact on language proficiency over time. 
Developmental Stages: Longitudinal research allows 
researchers to investigate developmental stages and critical 
periods in language acquisition. By tracking language learners 
from the early stages of language learning to advanced 
proficiency levels, researchers can identify key milestones, 
transitions, and periods of accelerated growth in language 
development. Longitudinal data provide insights into how 
incidental learning processes unfold across different stages of 
language acquisition and proficiency. 
Long-Term Effects: Longitudinal studies provide evidence 
for the long-term effects of incidental learning on language 
proficiency. By examining language learners' performance on 
proficiency tests and language use tasks over extended 
periods, researchers can assess the persistence and durability 
of incidental learning outcomes. Longitudinal data contribute 
to our understanding of how incidental learning experiences 
shape learners' linguistic competence over the course of their 
language-learning journey. 
Overall, longitudinal research offers valuable insights into the 
role of incidental learning in language acquisition by tracking 
learners' language development over time. By examining 
changes in proficiency levels, identifying individual 
differences, and exploring developmental stages, longitudinal 
studies provide robust evidence for the cumulative effects of 
incidental learning on learners' language proficiency 
outcomes. 
 
Conclusion 
To wrap up, delving deep into incidental learning in the 
context of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) underscores 
its pivotal role in language proficiency development. 

Theoretical frameworks such as the Input Hypothesis by 
Stephen Krashen and Usage-based Theory offer valuable 
insights into how learners acquire linguistic knowledge and 
skills through exposure to authentic language inputs. 
Empirical evidence from eye-tracking studies, neuroimaging 
research, and longitudinal studies unearths the significance of 
incidental learning in shaping learners' language development 
trajectories. 
Incidental learning occurs naturally as learners engage with 
language input in authentic contexts, contributing to the 
acquisition of implicit knowledge and gradual refinement of 
linguistic proficiency. While explicit instruction retains its 
value with respect to certain aspects of language learning, 
incidental learning complements formal instruction by 
allowing learners to subconsciously absorb linguistic 
regularities and patterns. By leveraging the mechanisms of 
incidental learning, educators can design more effective 
language teaching approaches that foster authentic language 
use and facilitate meaningful communication. 
Looking ahead, there is a call for additional research to 
explore the optimal conditions for promoting incidental 
learning in SLA and its enduring impact on language learning 
outcomes. By persisting in the investigation of the 
mechanisms and effects of incidental learning, researchers can 
recommend pedagogical practices aimed at optimizing 
language learning strategies and empowering learners to 
become proficient and confident users of a second language. 
Collectively, the investigation into incidental learning in the 
context of SLA provides valuable insights for educators, 
learners, and researchers committed to improving language 
learning experiences and outcomes. 
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