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Adults often learn new meanings for words already present in their mental lexicon, for 
example due to language evolving due to changes in technology (e.g. the internet-related 
meaning of “troll”), or taking up a new subject or activity (e.g. the sailing term “boom”) 
(Rodd et al., 2012). Learning new word meanings generally takes place incidentally by 
inferring the new meaning from context (Batterink & Neville, 2011), rather than through 
intentional memorisation. These studies use a newly developed web-based story-reading 
paradigm to examine adults’ incidental acquisition and long-term retention of novel, 
artificial meanings for known words (e.g. learning that a “foam” means a “safe concealed 
within a piece of furniture”). Engaging stories were written by skilled authors specifically for 
the studies, giving controlled exposure to the new meanings in a naturalistic context. 
 Experiment 1 (N=40) compared incidental learning of novel word meanings in the 
story-reading condition to an intentional definition-learning task. Memory for these 
meanings was tested immediately and after a 24-hour delay using cued recall (e.g. “what 
was the new meaning of foam?”) and meaning recognition (8-alternative forced choice 
meaning-to-word matching; 8AFC). Both measures showed that new meanings learned 
intentionally were remembered significantly better than those learned incidentally, although 
there was good learning from both methods. Intriguingly, the 8AFC measure showed that 
meanings learned from story contexts were less susceptible to forgetting after 24 hours. 
 Experiment 2 examined incidental learning performance with varied amounts of 
exposure. Participants (N=64) each read a single story in which they encountered novel 
meanings for four different words, each encountered 2, 4, 6, or 8 times. Memory for the 
meanings was tested immediately and a week later. Recall accuracy was reasonably good 
after only 2 exposures, and increased linearly with increased exposure. Most surprisingly, 
there was no significant forgetting when participants were re-tested after a one-week delay. 
 Experiment 3 investigated whether testing participants immediately after training had 
contributed to the good long-term retention seen after 24 hours (Experiment 1) and one 
week (Experiment 2), and whether this ‘Testing Effect’ differs between incidental and 
intentional learning. Participants (N=98) learned new meanings for existing words 
incidentally and intentionally (as in Experiment 1), and were then tested immediately 
(without feedback) on half the items (cued recall and recognition). After 24 hours, accuracy 
was higher for items that had been tested immediately compared with those that had not. 
Interestingly, this Testing Effect was larger for incidental than intentional learning.  
 These findings show that adult readers are highly proficient at learning new 
meanings for familiar words from a small number of encounters within naturalistic story 
contexts. Importantly, although performance at test was significantly worse than an 
intentional training condition, retrieval practice immediately after training boosted long-term 
retention of new meanings in this incidental learning condition. This finding suggests that 
learning new vocabulary from books in classroom settings could be significantly boosted 
by including short vocabulary quizzes following reading. 
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