
UC Merced
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science 
Society

Title
Intrinsic Interest and Learning

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4zb6h13z

Journal
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society, 19(0)

Author
Kitzis, Stephen N.

Publication Date
1997
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4zb6h13z
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


In t r ins i c I n t e r e s t  a n d L e a r n i n g 

Stephen N. Kitzis (PSSK@FHSUVM.FHSU.EDU) 
For t  Hay s Stat e Universit y 

Psycholog y Departmen t 
60 0 Par k Street .  Hays ,  K S 67601-409 9 

Th e hypothesi s investigate d i n thi s stud y i s tha t  interestin g 
materia l  i s  easie r  t o lear n tha n uninterestin g material .  I n 

learnin g research ,  on e o f  th e mos t  importan t  causa l  factor s 
i n determinin g h o w muc h i s learne d ha s bee n tim e o n task . 
W h en motivatio n ha s bee n investigated ,  th e emphasi s ha s 

bee n o n h o w extrinsi c factor s modif y th e willingnes s o f 
researc h participant s t o spen d mor e tim e o n th e tas k a t 
hand .  Th e effect s o f  intrinsi c factor s lik e prio r  interest s o r 
persona l  goal s hav e no t  bee n a s intensivel y investigated .  I n 
thi s study ,  intrinsi c interes t  leve l  wa s directl y manipulate d 
by creatin g tw o paragraph s containin g identica l  targe t 
sentence s i n differen t  contexts ,  on e presumabl y mor e 
interestin g tha n th e other .  Viewin g time ,  familiarity ,  an d 
persona l  interes t  wer e measure d t o isolat e thes e potentia l 
factor s fro m eac h othe r  an d th e principa l  independen t 
variabl e o f  contex t  version . 

Method 

Participants 

Fiftee n undergraduate s i n lower-divisio n psycholog y classe s 
volunteere d t o participat e i n exchang e fo r  extr a credit . 

Materials 
T wo version s o f  eigh t  differen t  paragraph s wer e prepare d 
wit h exactl y th e sam e targe t  sentenc e embedde d i n eithe r  a 
mor e o r  les s interestin g context .  Th e interestin g version s 
wer e mor e persona l  i n natur e rathe r  tha n a  "dry "  textbook -
lik e presentation .  Otherwise ,  th e languag e an d lengt h o f 
th e tw o paragraph s wer e hel d t o b e a s clos e a s possible . 
Question s an d appropriat e answer s wer e prepare d fo r  eac h 
set  o f  paragraphs . 

Procedure 
On th e firs t  day ,  participant s rea d on e versio n o f  eac h o f  th e 
eigh t  paragraphs ,  an d rate d the m fo r  familiarit y an d 
persona l  interes t  o n a  ten-poin t  scale .  Orde r  o f 
presentatio n an d whic h versio n wa s presente d wa s varie d 
randoml y acros s participants ,  bu t  constraine d suc h tha t 
eac h participan t  rea d exactl y fou r  o f  eac h versio n (i.e. , 
mor e o r  les s interesting) .  T w o day s later ,  participant s wer e 
give n paragrap h title s an d question s fo r  eac h o f  th e eigh t 

paragraphs .  Answer s wer e score d independentl y b y tw o 
raters .  Th e rater s di d no t  kno w whic h versio n o f  eac h 
paragrap h ha d bee n rea d b y eac h participant . 

Result s 

A n s w e r  Accurac y b y Paragrap h Versio n 
The averag e point s fo r  answer s give n i n respons e t o 
readin g th e mor e interestin g versio n o f  a  paragrap h wa s 
2.3 6 (max imu m possibl e wa s 6) ;  bu t  onl y 1.6 8 whe n 
readin g th e les s interestin g paragraph .  A  within-subjec t  t -
tes t  indicate d thi s wa s a  significan t  differenc e (  t  (14 )  = 
3.50 ,  E  <  .01) .  Inter-rate r  consistenc y o n scorin g thes e 
answer s wa s quit e hig h (  r  (118 )  =  .90 ,  p  <  .001) . 

Correlations between Ratings and Viewing Time 
Correlation s wer e calculate d betwee n familiarit y ratings , 
persona l  interes t  ratings ,  tota l  tim e tha t  th e paragrap h wa s 
visibl e o n th e compute r  screen ,  an d th e correc t  answe r 
score s assigne d b y th e raters .  Onl y persona l  interes t  rating s 
wer e significantl y correlate d wit h th e correc t  answe r  score s 
(  r  (118 )  =  .24 ,  p  <  .05) ,  despit e th e relativel y hig h 
correlatio n betwee n familiarit y an d interes t  rating s (  r  (118 ) 
= .53 ,  p  <  .01) .  Al l  othe r  corelation s wer e quit e smal l 
(larges t  r( l  18 )  =  .11,E>.1) . 

Analyses by Paragraph Version 
M e an familiarit y ratings ,  persona l  interes t  ratings ,  an d tota l 
viewin g time s di d no t  significantl y diffe r  betwee n th e tw o 
paragrap h versions .  Fo r  th e mor e interestin g paragraphs , 
non e o f  thes e wer e significantl y correlate d wit h th e correc t 
answer  score s (larges t  r  (58 )  =  .06 ,  p  >  .1) .  However ,  fo r 
th e les s interestin g paragraphs ,  persona l  interes t  rating s 
wer e highl y correlate d wit h th e correc t  answe r  score s 
( r  (58 )  =  .51 ,  p  <  .01 )  an d familiarit y rating s les s s o ( r  (58 ) 
= .30 ,  E  <  .05) .  Viewin g tim e agai n wa s essentiall y 
unrelate d (  r  (58 )  =  .08 ,  p  >  .1) . 

Conclusions 
Result s wer e consisten t  wit h th e hypothesi s tha t  intrinsi c 
interes t  affect s th e eas e o f  learnin g material .  Thi s i s 
supporte d b y th e differenc e i n correc t  answe r  score s 
obtaine d fo r  th e tw o paragrap h versions ,  an d b y th e stron g 
correlatio n betwee n persona l  interes t  rating s an d correc t 
answer  score s fo r  th e otherwis e les s interestin g paragraphs . 

No evidenc e wa s foun d fo r  th e hypothesi s tha t  intrinsi c 
interes t  varie s th e tim e o n task . 
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