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Abstract 
In this paper I investigate whether the use of technology on in-service teacher training 
courses results in increased learning in terms of incidental and independent learning. 
Given that working teachers have different knowledges, histories and experiences, 
traditional courses may not be able to respond adequately to a wide range of professional 
needs and teaching contexts. By analysing an MA in TEFL and an in-service course for 
university language teachers, I examine how course participants viewed their learning 
progress. Through the use of questionnaires, I conducted qualitative research as to 
whether on-line technologies provided opportunities for incidental learning i.e. learning 
that is not the primary focus of the course. To achieve this objective, I present the 
specific investigative context, the research findings and the subsequent analysis and 
conclusions.  

Resumen 
En este escrito investigo si el uso de la tecnología aplicada a cursos de entrenamiento 
para maestros en servicio incrementa su aprendizaje de forma incidental e independiente. 
Dado que cada uno de los profesores en servicio cuenta con conocimientos, historias y 
experiencias diferentes, los cursos tradicionales  podrían no responder adecuadamente al 
amplio rango de necesidades profesionales y contextos de enseñanza que éstos 
requieren. Mediante el análisis hecho a una maestría en la enseñanza del inglés como 
lengua extranjera y a un curso para maestros de lengua a nivel universitario, exploro la 
manera en la que los participantes percibían el progreso de su aprendizaje. Para ello, 
recogí información cualitativa a través de cuestionarios cuyo propósito era revisar si la 
tecnología en línea les proveía de oportunidades de aprendizaje incidental; es decir, 
aprendizaje cuyo enfoque principal no fuera el del curso. Para cumplir con mi objetivo, 
presento el contexto específico de la investigación, los hallazgos, el correspondiente 
análisis y las conclusiones. 

Introduction  
Whilst students of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) often willingly embrace 
new technologies both inside and outside the classroom, language teachers have 
sometimes shown reluctance and a lack of enthusiasm. Furthermore, the use of 
new technologies has often focused more on the novelty value of the latest 
software rather than on obtaining feedback from the learners themselves with 
UegaUd Wo Whe effecWiYeneVV of VXch pUogUammeV. To inYeVWigaWe WeacheUV¶ oZn 
perceptions of on-line learning and their own progress, I have conducted research 
with teachers currently undertaking on-line in-service teacher training courses 
offered by a Mexican public university.  
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To answer how teachers perceive their own progress, I first describe how the new 
WechnologieV UeVpond Wo WeacheUV¶ needV. Secondl\, I e[plain Whe chaUacWeUiVWicV of 
two on-line programmes which were the focus of this study. Thirdly, I present the 
results of qualitative research which examined how teachers perceive deliberate, 
incidental and independent learning on the courses. To achieve this objective, I 
present the specific investigative context, the research findings and the 
subsequent analysis and conclusions. 

EFL Teachers and Technology 
Whilst pre-service teacher training courses are largely carried out in the 
traditional classroom setting with instructors leading and guiding the class, it is 
often difficult to organise in-service training courses in the same way for three 
main reasons. First of all, teachers, even within the same institution, work long 
and varied hours and it is difficult to schedule a mutually agreeable course 
schedule and timetable. Secondly, teachers are often scattered across a wide 
geographical area and travelling times undermine the feasibility of running such 
courses. Thirdly, teachers have different and contrasting needs and therefore it is 
difficult to organise homogenous groups. To meet such challenges, on-line 
distance courses offer a way for teachers to study from their own location, in 
their own time and enrol in courses that satisfy their own personal needs. 

In-service on-line teacher training courses can be found from proficiency level to 
B.A. and postgraduate levels and are offered both by private and public 
universities. For reasons of space, I will not describe different on-line courses but 
suffice it to say, courses often share the same characteristics: they are part-time; 
students follow a course programme; resources can be downloaded, and there is 
on-line contact with a tutor. A popular platform for offering these courses is 
Moodle, which offers a range of facilities from uploading assignments and sharing 
resources to forums and chat.  Students can see their grades and raise doubts 
with their tutor. Moodle offers both synchronous (real time) communication (e.g. 
chat) and asynchronous (delayed) communication e.g. message boards. The two 
modes of communication promote both immediate and delayed interaction with 
other course members and tutors. Other platforms are available for teacher 
training courses. However, they tend to offer the same features and tools as 
Moodle.          

On-line Learning 
As important as technology is, it will not in itself promote learning if it does not 
offer new ways of, and insights into, interacting with content. Whilst on-line 
content may well be similar to that found in a traditional classroom, the learning 
methodology ought to offer learning experiences that respond to course 
paUWicipanWV¶ indiYidXal needV eVpeciall\ in WeUmV of peUipheUal and XninWended 
contextualised learning. On-line learning should allow participants to take charge 
of their own learning which I discuss in terms of deliberate, incidental and 
independent learning. 

Deliberate or intentional learning involves following the stated aims and 
objectives of a course and success is measured in terms of satisfactorily 
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completing course content. Hatch and Brown define µinWenWional leaUning aV being 
deVigned, planned foU, oU inWended b\ WeacheU oU VWXdenW¶ (1995, p. 368). The 
underlying problem with deliberate or intentional learning is that, in the case of 
vocabulary for instance, students may not learn enough words in the classroom 
to meet their communicative and/or academic needs. Paribakht and Wesche note 
WhaW µdiUecW YocabXlaU\ inVWUXcWion cannoW accoXnW foU a VignificanW pUopoUWion of 
Whe ZoUdV leaUneUV acTXiUe¶ (1997, p. 175). Depending on WheiU commXnicaWive 
needs, fluent language users may need up between 15,000 and 20,000 words in 
the target language. Hatch and Brown argue that fewer words are learned 
through direct learning than through incidental learning. If this is indeed the 
case, incidental learning may offer advantages over intentional learning with 
regards to online courses. 

HaWch and BUoZn looVel\ define incidenWal leaUning µaV Whe W\pe of leaUning WhaW iV 
a b\pUodXcW of doing oU leaUning VomeWhing elVe¶ (1995, p. 368). IncidenWal 
learning assumes that students learn by being exposed to language that is not an 
integral part of the course content. Nation closely associates context with 
incidenWal leaUning, aUgXing WhaW µIncidenWal leaUning Yia gXeVVing fUom conWe[W iV 
the most important of all sourceV of YocabXlaU\ leaUning¶ (2001, p. 232). 
Examining current teaching methodology towards vocabulary learning, Coady 
conclXdeV WhaW µWhe YaVW majoUiW\ of WheVe ZoUdV haYe been leaUned WhUoXgh 
conWe[W UaWheU WhUoXgh diUecW inVWUXcWion¶ (1993, p. 16 - 17). 

However, incidental learning should not just be seen in terms of learning 
vocabulary. Thornbury argues that incidental learning also comes about through 
carrying out tasks and understanding instructions:  

This often takes the form of metalanguage ± that is, the language that is used to 
talk about language. Grammatical items such as verb, preposition, present tense 
and linker are examples of metalanguage. So, too, are functional terms, such as 
inviting, refusing, apologising and complaining. Understanding task instruction 
language (sometimes called process language) is particularly important for 
learners working without the assistance of a teacher (2002, p. 43). 

With regards to overall reading skills, incidental learning has been investigated as 
to whether it effecWiYel\ aidV academic and commXnicaWiYe abiliWieV VXch aV µWhe 
subskills of summarizing a text, finding the main idea, identifying rhetorical 
VWUXcWXUeV in a We[W¶ (Coad\ 1993, p. 5).  

Whilst Coady and Nation argue direct learning should lay the foundations for 
subsequent incidental learning, this paper examines whether on-line students 
themselves engage in incidental learning and how useful they feel it is. Given that 
the study involves teacher training courses, the teachers themselves should be in 
a strong position to reflect on whether the course has produced opportunities for 
incidental learning.     

Whilst technology and vocabulary development is the focus of current research, 
MaUWine] and SchmiWW aUgXe WhaW µfoUmal UeVeaUch inWo Whe effecW YaUioXV 
WechnologieV haYe on YocabXlaU\ acTXiViWion iV VWill in iWV infanc\¶ (2010, p. 1). In 
a special issue of Language Learning & Technology, approaches to vocabulary 
learning are examined through the use of video (Sydorenko 2010), electronic 
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games (deHaan, Reed, and Kuwada 2010) and mobil phones (Stockwell 2010). 
Incidental learning and technology has been examined by Yoshii (2006) in a 
multimedia environment. However, the effect of independent vocabulary learning 
on on-line courses appears to be a less researched area. 

Research Methodology 

Given the lack of research into technology and teacher training courses in Mexico, 
I attempt to understand how teachers perceive the use of such technology. To 
examine whether on-line courses promote individual learning, this paper sets out 
to answer the following research question: 

Do on-line courses promote independent, incidental and unplanned 
learning? 

If on-line courses do indeed enhance individual learning, they would enjoy a 
distinct advantage over teacher-controlled classroom teacher training courses. To 
further explore this overarching question, teachers were asked through the use of 
questionnaires to reflect in general terms on whether they engaged in incidental 
and independent learning during on-line courses. In a second questionnaire, 
teachers were asked to consider specific categories of incidental learning. Data 
collection took place on-line and respondents could answer in English or Spanish.  

Data were processed and analyzed by, first of all, examining how the participants 
reflected on their overall learning in terms of planned and unplanned learning, 
incidental and independent learning. Given the qualitative nature of the study, I 
wanted to understand whether participants thought they took charge of their own 
learning. In the second stage of the analysis, I focused on the specific strategies 
and techniques participants employ when engaging in incidental learning. 

1. To investigate whether they engaged in incidental learning, teachers were 
asked the following questions in the first questionnaire (see Appendix 1): 

2. How useful is the course in promoting independent learning i.e. being able 
to learn on your own? 

3. How useful is the course in promoting deliberate learning i.e. learning course 
content? 

4. How useful is the course in promoting incidental and unplanned learning i.e. 
learning extra or additional information that is not the main focus of the 
course? 

5. How do you feel your learning is progressing? Do you feel comfortable / 
challenged / frustrated etc. with your learning?  

Whilst subjective in nature, these questions asked course participants to look 
beyond course objectives and reflect on their own learning processes and 
achievements. The first question asks whether the teachers feel comfortable 
learning on their own or whether they need the face-to-face contact of the 
traditional classroom. The second question asks whether participants feel they 
are learning what they ought to be learning i.e. achieving the course objectives. 
The third question asks participants to reflect on whether their learning reflects 
individual needs and interests. Finally, course participants evaluated their overall 
learning. 
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The second questionnaire (see Appendix 2) focuses on the strategies and 
techniques participants employ when engaging in incidental learning. Questions 1 
to 4 asked teachers to reflect how they negotiate new words e.g. in terms of 
guessing from context and whether they actually remember new words. 
Questions 5 to 7 investigated the strategies participants employed when they 
came across new vocabulary e.g. ignoring the word or looking it up in a 
dictionary. Finally, questions 8 to 12 asked participants to determine which 
language skills had been strengthened and whether these skills had increased 
through incidental language e.g. reading instructions and teacher feedback.  

WhilVW paUWicipanWV¶ anVZeUV aUe difficXlW Wo TXanWif\, WheiU obVeUYaWionV and 
perceptions may increase the face validity of on-line programmes and point 
towards levels of learner satisfaction with such training courses. 

In attempting to understand whether on-line courses promote incidental and 
independent learning, I could have approached the problem by trying to quantify 
indiYidXal YocabXlaU\ leaUning and pUodXce a µVWaWiVWical digeVW of « UeVponVeV 
(CameUon 2001, p. 14). HoZeYeU, giYen Whe difficXlWieV in WU\ing Wo µmeaVXUe¶ VXch 
leaUning and anal\Ve µWhe UelaWionVhip beWZeen YaUiableV¶ (Den]in & Lincoln 2000, 
p. 8), I adopWed a TXaliWaWiYe appUoach Zhich aWWempWV Wo idenWif\ µWhe inWenWionV, 
beliefV and pUopoViWional aWWiWXdeV¶ of WeacheUV (ScoWW & UVheU 1999, p. 4). 
Qualitative research is interested in identifying patterns and practices and 
providing insights and understandings. Such an approach allowed me to examine 
whether the course participants felt that they had benefited from incidental 
learning.     

 Participants  
As I was grappling with the question regarding whether on-line learning courses 
promote incidental and independent learning, the two groups (MA in TEFL and an 
in-service course for university language teachers) in my university provided an 
µoppoUWXniW\ Vample¶ (BUoZn & DoZling 1998: 29) Wo gaXge coXUVe paUWicipanWV¶ 
perceptions of their own vocabulary learning. The results do not reveal 
substantial differences between the two groups because teachers shared the 
same profile in terms of age, language level, professional context etc. Course 
content provided different learning experiences in terms of incidental and 
independent learning. 

All the participants in the study were experienced university language teachers 
either studying for an MA or undertaking a teacher training proficiency course. 
There were five teachers studying for their MA and 20 teachers studying on the 
proficiency course. All the teachers studying for their MA participated in the study 
along with 13 teachers studying on the proficiency course.  The teachers are all 
Mexican and between 25 and 55 years old. The respondents were equally divided 
between women and men. The participants in this study have all been given 
pseudonyms in order to provide them with anonymity.   

The teachers studying for their MA were contacted in the middle of their second 
semester, after two months of study, when they were studying a module on 
language description. They reported no problems using on-line technology. 
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Students followed a programme, uploaded their work and received their grades 
on the Moodle platform. Most of the course content, which consisted of authentic 
readings, was on the Moodle platform. Sometimes students had to find some of 
their own sources.  

The teachers studying on the proficiency course had studied for two months when 
the research took place. Their learning platform was similar to that of the 
teachers studying for their MA. All their readings, which were authentic, could 
usually be found on the platform. For teachers studying on the proficiency course, 
it was their first time using on-line technology and they had been given a short 
e[planaWoU\ coXUVe on hoZ Wo XVe Whe plaWfoUm. The plaWfoUm had a µDoXbWV¶ link, 
Zhich ZaV alVo connecWed Wo Whe WXWoU¶V e-mail account, through which they could 
ask for clarification and extra assistance. Furthermore, course participants could 
ask for technical help at the self-access centres that were located on their 
respective university campuses. 

Findings and Results 
Independent Learning 

In response to Question 1 in which participants were asked to reflect on whether 
the course had fostered individual learning, both groups of teachers emphasised 
Whe need Wo Wake UeVponVibiliW\ foU one¶V oZn leaUning. ThiV YieZ ZaV capWXUed b\ 
LX] MaUia, a WeacheU VWXd\ing foU heU MA, Zho Vaid: µThe coXUVe definiWel\ 
promotes independent learning since theUe¶V nobod\ diUecWl\ Weaching oU 
explaining the content. It is us who seek for the material, read, analyze, reflect 
and ZUiWe Whe eVVa\V and leaUn.¶ WhilVW finding UeleYanW VoXUceV had been a 
considerable challenge on both courses, participants generally agreed that 
searching for such sources added a more personal dimension to the learning 
process. This view  was expressed by Lucio, a teacher studying on the proficiency 
coXUVe, Zho aVVeUWed WhaW µ«. Whe onl\ pUoblem iV Whe VWUXggle Wo find Whe 
resources sometimes, but other than that I think it is a good challenge for all 
teachers working by ourselves that makes it more interesting and more 
peUVonali]ed.¶ 

Another recurring problem was both the physical and psychological distance from 
other students as expressed by a teacher studying for his MA, Pedro, who 
UepoUWed: µFoU me iW haV been difficXlW Vince Whe iVolaWion iV Ueal. I haYe Whe 
companion of my classmates; the point here is that they are not in real time 
connecWion.¶ 

Numerous advantages were highlighted by the respondents including freedom 
and fle[ibiliW\ in managing one¶V oZn Wime and incUeaVed Velf-esteem because, as 
RaXl, a WeacheU VWXd\ing on Whe pUoficienc\ coXUVe, UepoUWed: µEs muy bueno 
porque te das cuenta de lo que eres capaz¶ (µIW iV YeU\ good because you realize 
ZhaW \oX aUe capable of doing¶).  

Deliberate Learning 

Respondents did not report any decrease in the degree of deliberate learning on 
the on-line course and felt that it was same as that of the conventional 
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classroom. Some course participants went further and said that the on-line mode 
giYeV VWXdenWV Wime Wo UeflecW on coXUVe conWenW, eVpeciall\ ZiWh UegaUd Wo one¶V 
oZn Weaching conWe[W, and Wo ZoUk aW one¶V oZn pace. MaUWa, a WeacheU VWXd\ing 
for her MA, argues that on-line may actually enhance delibeUaWe leaUning: µAll Whe 
activities we have made, forum interactions, illustrations and reflections have 
being very useful to gain and achieve the purpose of the module by promoting a 
conVcioXV leaUning¶. MeanZhile, AlejandUo, a WeacheU VWXd\ing on the proficiency 
course, asserted that deliberate learning took on another dimension in on-line 
coXUVeV: µI manage diffeUenW W\peV of leaUning accoUding Wo Whe Za\ I leaUn, 
becaXVe, noZ I Wake inWo conVideUaWion WhaW I am mXlWi WaVk.¶ 

Incidental and Unplanned Learning 

All respondents were aware of the incidental and unplanned learning that took 
place whilst they were studying. Alvaro, a teacher studying on the proficiency 
course, felt that on-line coXUVeV encoXUaged incidenWal leaUning µbecaXVe Zhen 
the tutor suggests some readings, we can always follow some links or references 
Wo obWain moUe infoUmaWion eYen Zhen iV noW UelaWed Wo Whe main Wopic.¶ 
Meanwhile, Samuel felt that on-line coXUVeV e[pecWed moUe fUom VWXdenWV: µThiV 
course demands more than the readings and the assessments. Requires a deep 
VWXd\ of Whe WopicV Ze¶Ue leaUning aW Whe momenW, iW meanV e[Wended UeadingV.¶ 

MaUWa ZenW aV faU aV Wo Va\ WhaW iW iV µpaUW of Whe online leaUning pUoceVV Wo 
acquire and expand your resources in a way to better understand the content of 
Whe main coXUVe.¶ LX] MaUia claimed WhaW incidenWal leaUning ZaV an impoUWanW 
aspect of on-line courses: 

I would say that incidental learning is a consequence of this kind of learning model. 
Since we have to look for the material if it is not provided or for extra material, this 
means reading different aXthors «.; so there are a lot of possibilities to find 
additional information that sometimes results more useful than the bibliography 
provided. This is due to the amount of information presented by the author, the 
point of view, the complexity some authors write with, and other details. 

  At the same time, Pedro underscored one of the disadvantages of incidental and 
Xnplanned leaUning in WhaW µVomeWimeV Whe\ diVWUacW XV a liWWle since we are in a 
hurry trying to upload the essays in time. In my case, when I have some free 
Wime I go back Wo WhoVe VXbjecWV.¶  

Perception of Individual Progress 

Whilst they all felt that were progressing on the on-line courses, respondents also 
pointed out the demands and frustrations they faced. Time management was one 
of Whe moVW impoUWanW challengeV becaXVe µVomeWimeV Wime UXnV oXW¶ (AlejandUo) 
and becaXVe of µWhe VhoUW Wime Wo Uead¶ (KaUla, a WeacheU VWXd\ing foU heU MA). 
Brenda, a teacher studying on the proficiency course, had another take on time: 
µI¶m noW pa\ing Woo mXch aWWenWion Wo gUammaU and Ueading VkillV and Vo on. BXW 
I VXUe loVe WUack of Wime Zhen I¶m ZoUking on WaVkV becaXVe I¶m Ueall\ enjo\ing 
WhiV.¶ DifficXlW\ in finding Whe UeleYanW bibliography was also often mentioned as 
one of the frustrations of undertaking an on-line course. For instance Luz Maria 
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commenWed µThe negaWiYe Vide iV WhaW VomeWimeV Whe Uecommended bibliogUaph\ 
is not available and the extra material is not as useful as e[pecWed«.¶ 

Respondents frequently reported that they went through a range of emotions 
Zhen XndeUWaking aVVignmenWV. LXcio Vaid WhaW µI feel YeU\ comfoUWable bXW 
challenged aW Whe Vame Wime and VomeWimeV fUXVWUaWed¶. BeUenice, a WeacheU 
studying for her MA, expressed the same sentiment: she felt comfortable, 
challenged and frustrated at the same time:   

To be honest, I think I have and keep having a mixture of those feelings in each 
assignment. That is, sometimes I feel comfortable with the topic and I find it easy 
to express my ideas, I sometimes feel frustrated since there are topics I do not 
have an in-depth knowledge of and in each assignment I feel challenged since there 
is something that creates the need in me to keep reading and analyzing in order to 
give a better analysis each time. 

Vocabulary Learning 

All the respondents said that they had learned new words on the on-line course 
although there was a marked difference between the achievements of proficiency 
course teachers who stated that they had learned between 11 and 30 words and 
MA students who reported that they had learned over 50 words. Alvaro said that 
µI Whink WhaW WhiV coXUVe haV helped me in acTXiUing moUe academic YocabXlaU\ 
and Wo diVcipline m\Velf on Ueading¶ ZhilVW SamXel Vaid µWhe coXUse has helped me 
Wo incUeaVe m\ YocabXlaU\ UelaWed Wo meWhodolog\.¶  

Most teachers said that they could guess the meaning of new words which they 
claimed led to actually learning the word. Successful guessing was mainly 
achieved by respondents relying on their own schemata i.e. personal experiences 
and knowledge of the world.  

The vast majority of participants said that they did not ignore words with 
unknown meanings. Their reasoning is summed up by Berenice who argued that 
µI belieYe WhaW a ZoUd can change Whe inWended meaning of a VenWence oU We[W, Vo 
if I ignore it I might undeUVWand VomeWhing diffeUenW«¶ HeU aUgXmenW UXnV 
contrary to contemporary teaching practice which claims that EFL users should 
not try to understand every word.  

When going beyond guessing and finding out the meaning of words, respondents 
said that they consulted dictionaries particularly those on the internet. They 
reported learning a wide variety of metalanguage including aphasia, chunks, 
dichotic, drills, jig-saw activities and utterance and compound nouns such as 
information gap, reasoning gap activities and peer observation. More significant 
was the range of general vocabulary words that teachers said they learned 
including: abide, approach, acknowledge, aging, attrition, attainment, 
commonsensical, comprised, concealed, drawbacks, due, enhance, hinterland, 
myriad peer, subsumes, utmost and wintry.  

Incidental Learning Achievement 

When asked specifically about what they had learned through incidental learning, 
respondents went well beyond vocabulary. Teachers reported that their 
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grammatical knowledge and reading skills had increased significantly along with 
their ability to assimilate new information. A sizeable majority said that the 
course had increased their perception of reading as an enjoyable activity. 

Respondents reported that course content was not the only way through which 
they had increased their reading ability and vocabulary skills. Most teachers said 
that they had increased language knowledge and linguistic ability through reading 
instructions and explanations and, to a lesser but still important degree, from 
feedback or contact with tutor. 

As to whether they had developed their knowledge of vocabulary, grammar and 
reading more through seeing language used in context than through the 
deliberate study of language structures, respondents were equally divided. 
Perhaps Alvaro sums up a common view:  

At this point, I think that I can assimilate better by reading, by the context. 
Sometimes when I find a new word, I usually assume the meaning by the context 
and if I have to use the dictionary I just go ahead and check it.  

Teachers, more often than not, combined seeing language used in context with 
the deliberate study of language structures. 

 Data Analysis  
The two on-line coXUVeV alWeUed WeacheUV¶ peUcepWionV WoZaUdV leaUning aV Whe\ 
participated in novel modes such as forums and chats. In terms of course 
content, incidental and unplanned learning resulted in teachers, on an individual 
basis, being able to notice those aspects of the course that held a special interest 
for them whether it was new vocabulary, enhanced reading skills, increased 
familiarity with the structure of academic texts or learning new information. On-
line courses appeared to promote more independent learning and allowed course 
participants, to a certain degree take charge of their learning. 

In specific terms, on-line learning gave teachers opportunities to build up a large 
quantity of vocabulary through incidental learning. However, it remains to be 
seen whether new technologies such as on-line learning can help students reach 
a target of 15,000 - 20,000 words. The teachers studying on the proficiency 
course were only reporting an increase of 11 to 30 words during two months of 
study. Given that teachers were using authentic readings and none of the 
respondents were near-native speakers, the rate of learning new vocabulary as 
perceived by the respondents themselves may not have been sufficient to achieve 
advanced fluency levels and direct pedagogical help may be required. For 
example, respondents said that they often used their own schemata and external 
sources such as dictionaries when coming across a new word. But few teachers 
reported employing their existing linguistic knowledge e.g. understanding of 
synonyms and antonyms when negotiating new vocabulary. Therefore, teachers 
may need direct intervention from a tutor or traditional classroom teacher in 
order to activate linguistic resources. On the other hand, it might be argued that 
the respondents were undertaking teacher training courses (rather than English-
language courses) and therefore the teachers would not have been expected to 
learn new vocabulary. 
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It is important to note that vocabulary learning is only one of the benefits of on-
line incidental learning. Teachers increased their negotiating skills and their 
abiliW\ Wo gXeVV Whe meaning of neZ ZoUdV. The WeacheUV¶ aVVeUWion WhaW coUUecW 
guessing resulted in learning the word reinforces arguments in favour of 
incidental learning. More importantly, from engaging in incidental learning, 
teachers appeared to question the existing status quo and develop their own 
learning strategies. This was evident when respondents said that they did not 
ignore every new word they came across. More importantly, teachers appeared to 
be aZaUe of WheiU oZn leaUning pUoceVVeV. FoU inVWance, AlYaUo Vaid: µAt this point, 
I think that I can assimilate better by reading, by the context. Sometimes when I 
find a new word, I usually assume the meaning by the context and if I have to 
XVe Whe dicWionaU\ I jXVW go ahead and check iW.¶ 

The case for incidenWal leaUning iV UeinfoUced b\ WeacheUV¶ commenWV WhaW 
instructions, explanations and interaction with the course tutor increased their 
language ability. Whilst this may also be the same case in the traditional 
classroom, on-line students seem to have developed a greater awareness of 
these sources of new language and vocabulary. 

Conclusion 
In answer to the research question as to whether on-line courses promote 
independent, promoting incidental and unplanned learning, the answer is a 
cautious and tentative yes. However, it remains to be seen whether this results in 
sufficient progress for students to achieve advanced communicative or academic 
levels without deliberate learning. 

Whilst it is difficult to quantify incidental learning, all respondents felt they had 
benefited from unplanned learning. These courses appear to give students a real 
sense of progress in terms of enhanced reading skills, and increased familiarity 
with the structure of academic texts. In the final analysis, if students feel that the 
more they invest in a course of study the more they get out of it, then on-line 
courses may be a powerful motivator for students and teachers to further 
increase their knowledge and use of English. 
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Appendix 1 
 

1. How useful is the course in promoting independent learning i.e. being able to 
learn on your own? 

2. How useful is the course in promoting deliberate learning i.e. learning course 
content? 

3. How useful is the course in promoting incidental and unplanned learning i.e. 
learning extra or additional information that is not the main focus of the 
course? 

4. How do you feel your learning is progressing? Do you feel comfortable / 
challenged / frustrated etc. with your learning?  
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Appendix 2 
 

1. Have you learned any new words during the course?      Yes / No 
If you answered yes, how many words approximately have you learned? 
Please tick the appropriate answer: 
a)  0 ± 10 _____    b)    11 ± 20 ____   c)    21 ± 30 _____  
d)  31 ± 40 ____    e)   41 ± 50 _____  d)   50+ ________ 
 
2. Can you guess the meanings of new words successfully as you are reading? 

Please answer yes / no  _____________ 
 
3. When you guess do you principally use your knowledge of: 

a. Spanish      (  ) 
b. Loan words (i.e. words that are more 
5.       or less similar in Spanish and English  (   ) 
c. English       (   ) 
d. Personal experience and world knowledge (   )    

   
4. Do you think that guessing the meaning of a new word correctly results in 

actually learning the word and remembering it?       Yes / No 
 
5. Do \oX find \oXUVelf ignoUing ZoUdV WhaW \oX don¶W knoZ?  Please answer yes 

/no  __________ 
 
6. When you see a new word in a reading or in the instructions whose meaning 

\oX don¶W knoZ, ZhaW do \oX XVXall\ do? Please tick the appropriate answer. 
6. a.  Ignore it and keep reading      
7. b. Look it up in a dictionary     
8. c. Ask somebody for its meaning    
9. d. Look it up on the internet     
10. e. Other: ____________________________ 
11.  

7. Do you find yourself looking up new words in a dictionary? Yes / No. 
 
8. If you answered yes, can you mention any words that you have looked up on 

this course?  
 
9. Thinking about your individual progress and development, has the course 

helped you to improve any of the following  (Coady, 1993; Nation, 2001): 
 

Vocabulary knowledge       Yes / No  
Grammatical knowledge       Yes / No  
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Familiarity with the structure of academic texts  Yes / No  
Reading skills       Yes / No  
Learning new information     Yes / No   
Reading as an enjoyable activity    Yes / No  
Affixes a word can take      Yes / No  
Word collocation        Yes / No 
 Other: ____________________________________ 
 
10. Have the course instructions or explanations provided you with new 

vocabulary?        Yes / No 
 
11. Has feedback or contact with tutor provided you with new vocabulary? 

  Yes / No 
 

12. Do you think that you have systematically learned new vocabulary, grammar 
and reading skills during this course?  Yes / No 

 
13. Has your knowledge of vocabulary, grammar and reading developed more 

through seeing language used in context or through the deliberate study of 
language structures?  

 
14. Additional comments:  
 


