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Abstract

Fun and entertainment are often part of the visitor’s learning experience at attractions, but we 
know little about how fun and entertainment impact learning processes and outcomes. This 
article discusses how the learning process (cognitive load) and outcome (learning transfer) are 
affected by the perception of the learning experience as fun and entertaining. Historic site tour 
participants completed a self-administered questionnaire at the end of their visit. Results reveal 
that perceptions of the tour as fun and entertaining impact the learning process. The learning 
outcome is affected when the tour is perceived as fun. Directions for future research that exam-
ine the free-choice learning experience in various contexts are proposed.
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Introduction

Educational opportunities abound in the leisure context, and some have argued that most 
of our life-long learning occurs outside of the formal educational environment (Falk & Dierking, 
2010). Free-choice learning describes learning that is experienced beyond the education system 
and can take place in a range of contexts including science centers, aquariums, museums, galler-
ies, historic sites, and libraries (Packer & Ballantyne, 2004). 

Visitors to free-choice learning settings have been described as noncaptive audiences as 
visitors have the freedom to come and go as they please (Ham, 1992). Students are typically 
required to participate in learning or risk possible failure, whereas the free-choice learners face 
no consequences if they choose to stop participating in an educational program. This freedom to 
participate is a key aspect of the visitor’s experience (Falk & Dierking, 2000; Ham, 1992); how-
ever, this poses a challenge for site managers who are often guided by a mandate to educate the 
public about the subject matter their center presents. Therefore, in free-choice learning settings, 
it is necessary to ensure that educational programs, exhibits, and materials attract visitors and 
maintain or enhance visitor interest in the subject matter. Exhibit and program designers work 
to ensure that their products engage the visitor and this sometimes results in entertaining and 
fun products and programs. 

Entertainment and Education in Free-Choice Contexts
Within the museum community there has been tension between the roles of education and 

entertainment. Entertainment has sometimes been perceived as frivolous, while education has 
been touted as a key outcome achieved through museum exhibits and programs (McManus, 
1993; Packer & Ballantyne, 2004). Meanwhile, research in a range of free-choice learning set-
tings provides evidence that entertainment and education collectively contribute to the visitor’s 
museum experience (Packer & Ballantyne, 2004). Packer and Ballantyne (2004) found that, from 
the visitor’s perspective, learning for fun is a valued part of the on-site experience. Packer and 
Ballantyne noted that if a conflict between entertainment and education exists, then one would 
expecte that those who experienced greater entertainment would also experience less learning, 
which was not demonstrated in their 2004 study.

While the work of Packer and Ballantyne (2004) resulted in needed information about per-
ceptions of entertainment during free-choice learning, their research did not examine percep-
tions of entertainment in relation to learning processes or outcomes. Research is needed that 
looks at the impact of fun and entertainment on all aspects of learning including perceived learn-
ing, learning processes, and learning outcomes to better understand the roles of entertainment 
and fun during free-choice learning experiences. After bringing to light visitors’ perspectives 
of the role of entertaining and educational experiences in free-choice learning settings, Packer 
and Ballantyne (2004) called for research that looks at the process and outcome of entertaining 
educational experiences. 

In order to extend the work of Packer and Ballantyne (2004), this study examined the rela-
tion between perceptions of the learning experience as fun and entertaining and the learning 
process and outcome. Fun is used to describe the experience of the person engaging in an activity 
and is typically characterized by feeling enjoyment. Entertainment describes the perception of 
the activity as amusing or pleasurable.

Mayer (2002) provides an excellent overview of the distinction between learning processes, 
learning outcomes and outcome performance. During the learning process, the learner selects, 
organizes, and integrates new information and what occurs during this process affects what is 
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learned. Mayer (2002) notes that possible outcomes resulting from learning experiences include 
no learning, rote learning and meaningful learning. Learning outcomes are measured by exam-
ining outcome performance and different measures are useful for measuring each type of learn-
ing described by Mayer (2002). 

Learning Processes 
Studies that have examined learning from interpretive programs at museums (and similar 

institutions) have focused on the learning material and the learning outcome, with less atten-
tion given to understanding what happens during learning (the learning process) (see Figure 
1). Cognitive psychologist John Sweller (1999, 2005) proposed cognitive load theory (CLT) to 
advance our understanding of information processing during the learning process. CLT pro-
poses that cognitive load (CL) occurs when the working memory becomes burdened and cannot 
sufficiently process presented information. Extraneous CL (ECL) occurs when working memory 
is busy processing information unrelated to the concept to be learned and ECL can occur as a 
result of the instructional techniques used to present material (Sweller, 1999). Entertaining ele-
ments and fun activities are regularly added to free-choice learning experiences to capture the 
visitor’s attention; however, if visitors use their working memory to process extraneous material, 
their overall learning may be undermined (Sweller, 1999). Exploring how fun and entertain-
ing experiences impact working memory and affect cognitive load during the learning process 
will help us to better understand any relation that exists between the learning experience (fun / 
entertaining) and learning outcomes. While CLT has been used to explain why people do or do 
not learn from interpretive material it has rarely been the focus of free-choice learning research 
(Allen, 2004; Van Winkle, 2007).
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Figure 1. Cognitive approach to research on instructional methods. Adapted from Mayer, 2002a, 

p. 13 and presented in Van Winkle, 2012, p. 47. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. 

The Relation between Fun and Entertaining and Cognitive Load, Transfer and Perceived 

Learning 

  Cognitive Load Transfer Perceived 
Learning 

Fun Pearson 
Correlation 
Sig. (2-tailed) 
N 

-352 
.000 
147 

.177 

.031 
148 

.600 

.000 
148 

Entertaining Pearson 
Correlation 
Sig. (2-tailed) 
N 

-.276 
.001 
150 

.132 

.106 
151 

.528 

.000 
151 
 

 

Instruction	  
manipulations	  

Learner	  
characteristics	  

Learning	  
process	  

Learning	  
outcome	  

Outcome	  
performance	  

Figure 1. Cognitive approach to research on instructional methods. Adapted from Mayer, 
2002a, p. 13 and presented in Van Winkle, 2012, p. 47.

Learning Outcomes
Learning outcomes are varied and can be measured in numerous ways. Mayer (2001) de-

scribes learning outcomes as no learning, rote learning, and meaningful learning. Within the 
interpretation literature, meaningful learning has often been identified as a sought-after free-
choice learning outcome (Knapp & Benton, 2004). Learning outcomes have been measured in 
free-choice learning contexts and various tools, including multiple-choice test questions and 
personal meaning maps, have been used to assess learning outcomes (Falk, Moussouri, & Coul-
son, 1998; Prentice, Guerin, & McGugan, 1998). Moreno and Mayer (2000) have demonstrated 
that meaningful learning can be measured reliably by looking at the learner’s ability to transfer 
what was learned to a new context. Van Winkle and Backman (2007, 2011, 2012) applied Mayer’s 
transfer tests to the free-choice learning context to better understand the meaningful learning 
outcomes resulting from interpretive programs. Examining meaningful learning outcomes by 



Entertainment, Fun, and Visitor Learning •  647

using learning transfer measures has provided insight into outcomes that result from free-choice 
learning experiences (Van Winkle, 2007, Van Winkle & Backman, 2011, Van Winkle, 2012).

Packer and Ballantyne (2004, 2006) have demonstrated that fun and entertainment are a 
part of the free-choice learning experience, but research is needed to reveal the effect of fun and 
entertainment on learning processes and outcomes. The research presented here begins to ad-
dress this by examining the relation between how a guided tour is perceived (as a fun experience 
and an entertaining program) and cognitive load (part of the learning process). The relation 
between how the guided tour is perceived (as fun and entertaining) and learning transfer (a 
learning outcome) is also explored.

Methods

In 2009, data were collected for a study that examined the effect of historic site tour type 
on cognitive load (Van Winkle, 2007, 2012). The overall purpose of the study was to understand 
how cognitive processes affect free-choice learning under different conditions, and data were 
collected that provide insight into how the perception of a learning experience as fun and the 
perception of a tour as entertaining impact cognitive processing and learning outcomes. 

Visitors to Winnipeg’s Exchange District National Historic Site were invited to participate 
in this research. After participating in either a guided or audio tour of the nationally recognized 
site, participants were given a questionnaire to complete that asked them to report on various 
aspects of their experience. To understand visitors’ perceptions of how fun their experience was 
and how entertaining they perceived the tour to be, respondents were asked to indicate their 
agreement, on a 5-point Likert-type scale, with the following items: This tour was fun and This 
tour was entertaining. Single-item measures such as these are considered appropriate when the 
concept under examination is considered unambiguous (Wanous, Reichers, & Hudy, 1997). Fun 
was used to reflect the individual’s experience while taking the tour, and entertaining described 
their perception of the content of the tour.

The learning process was examined by measuring visitors’ perceived cognitive load (CL). 
CL was measured with two 5-point Likert-type scale items with the anchors not at all to ex-
tremely to understand respondents’ perceptions of how difficult it was to learn from the tour 
and how much mental effort was required. Research has demonstrated that these two subjective 
measures of cognitive load are both valid and reliable (Brünken, Plass, & Leutner, 2003; Moreno, 
2007). These two measures were combined to form an overall measure of cognitive load (see Van 
Winkle, 2012 for a detailed description). 

Learning transfer has been used in education and free-choice learning research as an indi-
cation of meaningful learning (Moreno, 2007, Moreno & Mayer, 2004, Van Winkle & Backman, 
2011). The transfer measures used were adapted from Moreno and Mayer (2004) who demon-
strated that these types of transfer measures are valid and reliable. The measures included four 
open-ended questions that required respondents to apply what was learned from the tour to 
another context. Mayer (June, 2006) reviewed the questions used and because of his experience 
measuring transfer provided an indication of the face validity of the measure. A pilot test was 
conducted to further refine the questions. The responses were coded based on an answer key that 
enabled the researcher to differentiate between incorrect, partially correct and correct responses. 
Respondents received 0 (incorrect), 1 (partially correct) or 2 (correct) points for each question 
and transfer scores were tallied for each respondent. Van Winkle et al. have previously published 
detailed descriptions of the specific questions and the process used to measure cognitive load 
and transfer (Van Winkle, 2007, 2012; Van Winkle & Backman, 2011).
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Results

In total, 151 people participated in this study (66% response rate). Most respondents were 
female (62%), had a university education (62%), and were from Winnipeg (60%). Almost half 
of the questionnaire respondents were over 51 years old (48%). There were no relations between 
the demographic variables and the dependent variables under examination (CL and transfer), 
and so the demographic variables were not included in subsequent analyses. Respondents were 
asked to rate their level of agreement with the statement This tour was entertaining and the mean 
response was 4.37 (Agree) (SD = .708). The mean rating for the statement This tour was fun was 
4.45 (Agree) (SD =.673). On average, participants agreed that they learned something valuable 
from their tour experience (M=4.44, SD =.680). Overall, participants did not experience much 
cognitive load as the mean response to whether the tour was demanding or difficult was 1.81 
(Disagree) (SD =.759). The participants demonstrated little ability to transfer the knowledge 
gained from their tour as evidenced by the low average transfer score of 1.17 (SD = 1.495) out of 
a possible 8 transfer points.

Pearson’s correlations were used to understand the relation between fun and entertaining 
experiences and cognitive load, transfer and perceived learning (Table 1). The results revealed 
that fun and entertaining were negatively related to cognitive load (learning process). Specifi-
cally, the correlation between fun and CL was r = -.366 (p <.01) and the correlation between 
entertaining and CL was r = -.276 (p <.01). The more strongly respondents agreed that the tour 
was fun and entertaining the less cognitive load they experienced. 

Fun was positively related to learning transfer (learning outcome) (r(146) = .177, p <.01) 
indicating that the more fun the tour was perceived to be, the more the participant learned. The 
perception of the tour as entertaining was not related to transfer (learning outcome) (r(149) = 
.132 , p = .106). Fun and entertaining were both positively correlated with the perception that 
something valuable was learned (r(146) = .600 , p <.01) and (r(149) = .528 , p <.01) respectively. 
See Table 1.
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Discussion and Conclusion

Within museums, interpretive centers, historic sites, zoos, and aquariums, visitor education 
is often considered paramount, while entertainment is seen as peripheral to the educational ex-
perience. The existing research in the free-choice learning literature that explores the relation be-
tween education and entertainment suggests that these experiences are symbiotic (Packer, 2006; 
Packer & Ballantyne, 2004). The aim of this study was to advance our understanding of the rela-
tion between entertainment and education by discussing the relation between a fun and enter-
taining experiences and the learning process (cognitive load) and outcome (learning transfer).

Packer and Ballantyne (2004) found that educational leisure experiences are often perceived 
as effortless. This is supported by the results presented here that revealed that the more fun and 
entertaining the visitors felt their tour was, the less cognitive load (characterized as demanding 
and difficult) they experienced. Cognitive load, where material is perceived as demanding and 
difficult, is typically associated with less learning, and so experiences that reduce cognitive load 
should lead to greater learning. The reason why entertaining and fun experiences were negatively 
correlated with cognitive load is not clear and has not been explored here. An area of study 
that might shed light on this negative relation is the seductive detail research. Seductive details 
are highly interesting and entertaining pieces of information added to a lesson that distract the 
learner from the essential aspects of the material to be learned thereby reducing learning. The 
literature that explores seductive details and their affect on leaning offers support for the belief 
in a discord between education and entertainment, suggesting that entertaining information 
that is not closely related to the material to be learned may negatively affect learning (Sweller, 
2005). Recently published research presents contrary evidence suggesting that highly entertain-
ing information can contribute to learning when cognitive load is low (Park, Moreno, Seufert & 
Brunken, 2011).

While the research examining the effects of seductive details provides insight into the role 
of entertaining information imbedded in learning material, this research has been undertaken 
within formal education contexts and so tells us little about the free-choice learning experience 
in leisure contexts. Further research on the ways in which entertainment and education act as 
seductive details would provide insight into the visitor’s cognitive experience.

Learning can be measured in a number of ways and the study presented here used learn-
ing transfer as a measure of meaningful learning. The results exploring the relation between 
fun, entertainment and learning outcomes were mixed. Fun was significantly related to learn-
ing transfer, indicating that when people have fun during free-choice learning they experience 
more meaningful learning; however, there was no statistically significant relationship between 
entertainment and learning transfer. The fact that fun and entertainment were both related to the 
perception that something valuable was learned confirms Packer and Ballantyne’s (2004) work 
revealing that fun and entertainment are key elements of the free-choice learning experience 
from the visitor’s perspective.

This research examined aspects of the learning process and outcomes to better understand 
the roles of fun and entertainment in the free-choice learning context. In so doing, this research 
provided a necessary step to understand the complementary or contradictory roles of enter-
tainment during learning experiences and while the result provide insight, directions for future 
research abound.

To date, the research appears to support the proposition that visitors seek entertaining and 
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fun learning experiences; however, the effect of these experiences on learning outcomes is less 
clear. While visitors may have valued learning experiences, site managers typically want visi-
tors to understand content and gain specific knowledge from the on-site experience. Additional 
research is needed to fully understand the implications of fun and entertaining experiences on 
learning outcomes. Learning outcomes can be measured using myriad techniques revealing dif-
ferent types of knowledge gain. Research into how fun and entertainment affect knowledge ac-
quisition and understanding would provide site managers with needed insight when making de-
cisions about how best to include fun and entertainment into free-choice learning experiences. 

Research to better understand the role of entertaining and fun experiences during learning 
in free-choice contexts needs to be conducted in a range of settings. To date, the research explor-
ing the relation between fun and learning has been conducted in learning oriented environments 
(museum and interpretative centers) but learning takes place in many leisure contexts. Under-
standing how fun impacts learning in other contexts offers the potential to better understand 
how people learn throughout their lives. For example, exploring learning during unstructured 
leisure experiences (social occasions, festivals and events) could further advance our under-
standing of the life-long learning process.

Some free-choice learning research has examined the role of fun and entertainment across 
sites but this research has not included sites where the subject matter presented is sensitive and 
must be treated delicately (Packer & Ballantyne, 2004). For example, how fun and entertainment 
are perceived by visitors in learning contexts that focus on the complex issues such as war or 
other catastrophic or saddening human experiences could provide additional insight into free-
choice experiences.

Free-choice learning is integral to our life-long learning (Falk & Dierking, 2010). Better 
understanding learning by examining processes and outcomes will allow practitioners to de-
velop experiences that enhance meaningful learning in a wide range of free-choice contexts. 
Packer and Ballantyne (2004) revealed that people want more than a combination of education 
and entertainment. Visitors want an entertaining educational experience. The research presented 
here confirms that experiences perceived as entertaining can also be perceived as valuable educa-
tional experiences.  A possible explanation for how entertaining experiences affect information 
processing and learning outcomes was presented by examining the relation between fun, enter-
tainment, cognitive load and learning transfer.
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