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Abstract:  The ability to distinguish between formal and informal sources of knowledge is a fundamental component of academic 

literacy and information literacy in higher education and in life. University students are expected to construct arguments 

supported by credible, evidence-based sources while simultaneously developing practical competencies that often emerge through 

experience, observation, and interaction with other people. This article examines the complementary roles of formal and informal 

knowledge in university learning through a conceptual analysis supported by a reflective case study. Drawing on theories of 

experiential learning, social learning, sociocultural learning, reflective practice, and information literacy, the article argues that 

academic success depends not on choosing one form of knowledge over another but on integrating both appropriately according 

to context and purpose. A personal experience involving learning to operate a vehicle's headlights after completing a formal 

driving course serves as an illustrative example of how experiential learning supplements institutional instruction. While the 

driving school provided the theoretical knowledge and official competencies required for licensure, practical guidance from an 

experienced family member enabled the application of that knowledge in an authentic context. The discussion extends this 

example to university education by demonstrating how formal sources establish academic credibility whereas informal sources 

contribute contextual understanding, procedural knowledge, and professional competence. The article concludes that higher 

education institutions should continue emphasizing evidence-based scholarship while simultaneously creating learning 

environments that value mentorship, experiential learning, and reflective practice as complementary dimensions of knowledge 

construction. 
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________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The expansion of higher education across the world has transformed universities from institutions primarily concerned with 

transmitting disciplinary knowledge into environments that prepare graduates for increasingly complex professional and social 

contexts. Modern graduates are expected not only to master theoretical concepts but also to demonstrate critical thinking, 

information literacy, communication skills, ethical reasoning, collaboration, and the ability to solve authentic problems. 

Consequently, learning at university extends beyond memorising facts or reproducing information during examinations. It 

involves acquiring, evaluating, integrating, and applying knowledge obtained from multiple sources. 

One of the distinguishing characteristics of university education is the expectation that students differentiate between information 

supported by credible academic evidence and information derived from personal experience or informal communication. This 

distinction forms the foundation of academic literacy, which encompasses the ability to locate, evaluate, synthesize, and 

appropriately reference scholarly sources (Association of College and Research Libraries [ACRL], 2016). Students who fail to 

distinguish between formal and informal sources frequently encounter difficulties in constructing persuasive academic arguments 

because they rely excessively on unsupported opinion or anecdotal evidence. 

Nevertheless, informal learning remains an indispensable component of human development. Throughout everyday life, 

individuals acquire practical knowledge through conversations with relatives, friends and colleagues, observing experienced 

practitioners, participating in communities, reflecting on personal experiences, and solving authentic problems. Such learning 

frequently complements rather than contradicts formal education. As Jarvis (2006) observes, much of what adults learn occurs 

outside formal educational institutions through continuous interaction with their social and professional environments. 

This article argues that higher education should not regard formal and informal knowledge as competing forms of learning. 

Instead, they represent complementary dimensions of knowledge construction, each serving distinct educational purposes. Formal 

learning provides theoretical foundations, methodological rigour, and evidence-based reasoning, whereas informal learning 

contributes practical competence, contextual understanding, and experiential insight. Effective university education requires 

students to understand when each type of knowledge is appropriate and how the two can be integrated responsibly. 

The central argument is illustrated through a reflective narrative based on a personal experience. After successfully completing a 

formal driving course in Maputo, Mozambique, in 1997, the author discovered that one practical skill had not been fully 

mastered: operating the vehicle's headlights during night driving. Since all practical lessons had occurred during daylight hours, 

this particular situation had never arisen during formal instruction. The necessary practical guidance was subsequently provided 

by the author's elder brother called Fernando through demonstration and supervised practice. This seemingly simple experience 
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offers an instructive example of the relationship between institutional learning and experiential learning. The driving school 

fulfilled its responsibility by delivering structured instruction aligned with official requirements, while the brother contributed 

contextual knowledge acquired through personal experience. Together, these complementary forms of learning produced 

complete competence. 

Although the example originates from everyday life, it reflects challenges encountered by university students across multiple 

disciplines. Medical students learn anatomy from textbooks but acquire bedside communication through clinical practice. 

Engineering students master mathematical principles before learning practical design strategies from experienced professionals. 

Teacher education students study learning theories at university before refining classroom management techniques during school 

placements. In each instance, formal instruction establishes conceptual foundations, whereas informal learning strengthens 

practical competence. 

The purpose of this article is therefore threefold. First, it critically examines the theoretical distinction between formal and 

informal knowledge within contemporary higher education. Second, it analyses how established educational theories explain the 

interaction between institutional instruction and experiential learning. Third, it explores the implications of integrating both forms 

of knowledge for academic literacy, information literacy, and professional preparation. 

Rather than presenting formal and informal learning as mutually exclusive, the article proposes an integrative perspective that 

recognises the educational value of each while maintaining the primacy of evidence-based scholarship within university 

assessment and research. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Understanding Knowledge in Higher Education 

Knowledge has long occupied a central position within educational philosophy. Universities exist primarily to generate, preserve, 

critique, and disseminate knowledge through teaching, research, and community engagement. However, knowledge itself is 

neither static nor singular. Educational theorists distinguish between theoretical knowledge, procedural knowledge, experiential 

knowledge, explicit knowledge, and tacit knowledge, each contributing differently to learning and professional competence. 

Dewey (1938) argues that education should connect intellectual inquiry with lived experience. For Dewey, learning becomes 

meaningful when abstract concepts are tested against authentic situations requiring reflection and action. Rather than separating 

theory from practice, he viewed experience as the medium through which knowledge acquires significance. 

Similarly, Freire (1970) rejects educational approaches based solely on the transmission of information from teacher to student. 

His concept of dialogical education emphasises interaction, critical reflection, and learners' experiences as central to meaningful 

knowledge construction. These perspectives continue to influence contemporary higher education, particularly within student-

centred pedagogies that encourage inquiry, collaboration, and reflective practice. 

Knowledge within universities therefore extends beyond factual information. Students are expected to evaluate competing 

perspectives, justify claims using evidence, and apply theoretical understanding to complex practical situations. Consequently, 

academic success depends not merely upon possessing information but upon understanding the credibility, purpose, and 

limitations of different sources. 

2.2 Formal versus Informal Learning 

Formal learning occurs within organised educational institutions following structured curricula, clearly defined learning 

outcomes, and recognised assessment procedures (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2015). Universities represent the highest level 

of formal education, where disciplinary knowledge is organised according to accepted scholarly standards. 

Formal sources typically include textbooks, peer-reviewed journal articles, conference proceedings, government publications, 

policy documents, and institutional reports. These sources derive their authority from systematic investigation, transparent 

methodology, peer evaluation, and scholarly accountability (Booth, Colomb & Williams, 2016). Because they are subjected to 

critical scrutiny before publication, they constitute the foundation of academic argumentation. 

Information literacy frameworks developed by the Association of College and Research Libraries (2016) emphasise that authority 

is contextual rather than absolute. Students must evaluate the expertise of authors, the credibility of publishers, the quality of 

supporting evidence, and the relevance of information to specific academic purposes. Consequently, university learning requires 

much more than locating information; it requires judging its reliability and integrating it ethically into academic work. 

Formal learning also contributes to the development of disciplinary thinking. Biggs and Tang (2011) argue that effective 

university teaching promotes deep learning by aligning intended learning outcomes, teaching activities, and assessment. Students 

are encouraged to construct conceptual understanding rather than memorise isolated facts. Such learning enables graduates to 

transfer knowledge across contexts and engage critically with emerging evidence. 

Unlike formal learning, informal learning occurs outside structured educational and instructional programmes. It is often 

spontaneous, self-directed, and embedded within everyday activities (Jarvis, 2006). Individuals acquire informal knowledge 

through family interactions, workplace experiences, observation, mentorship, online communities, and personal experimentation. 

Livingstone (2001) argues that informal learning constitutes one of the most significant yet frequently overlooked forms of 

education. Adults spend considerably more time learning informally than through organised educational programmes, particularly 

after completing formal schooling. Despite lacking institutional certification, informal learning contributes substantially to 

professional competence and lifelong learning. 

Within higher education, informal learning frequently occurs through peer discussion, study groups, mentoring relationships, 

laboratory collaboration, and participation in professional communities. Students exchange strategies for solving problems, 

interpreting complex concepts, preparing for examinations, and navigating university life. Although such knowledge may not 

always appear within textbooks and journals, it often enhances understanding and academic confidence. 

However, informal learning also presents challenges. Because it is not subject to systematic peer review, information obtained 

informally may be incomplete, inaccurate, or influenced by personal bias. Consequently, university students must critically 

evaluate informal information before incorporating it into academic reasoning. 

The author summarises the two sources of knowledge in the table below. 
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Table 1. Comparison of Formal and Informal Sources of Knowledge 

Dimension Formal Sources of Knowledge Informal Sources of Knowledge 

Learning environment Universities, colleges, training institutions Home, workplace, community, online networks 

Structure Organized curriculum Unstructured and flexible 

Main sources Textbooks, journals, official reports 
Experience, mentors, peers, family, social 

interaction 

Quality assurance 
Peer review, editorial review, institutional 

standards 
Personal experience and social validation 

Credibility Generally high and verifiable Context dependent and requires verification 

Purpose Build theoretical and disciplinary knowledge 
Develop practical competence and contextual 

understanding 

Assessment Formal examinations, assignments, dissertations Observation, reflection, performance, practice 

Knowledge type Explicit knowledge Tacit and experiential knowledge 

Learning theories 
Constructivism, academic literacy, evidence-

based learning 

Experiential learning, social learning, communities 

of practice 

Typical university 

examples 
Scholarly articles, lectures, laboratory manuals 

Clinical supervision, internships, peer mentoring, 

study groups 

Advantages Reliable, systematic, replicable Practical, flexible, authentic, immediately applicable 

Limitations May lack contextual application May contain bias or misinformation if not verified 

Role in research Primary evidence for academic arguments Illustrative examples and contextual interpretation 

Ultimate contribution Scientific understanding Professional competence and lifelong learning 

 

2.3 Experiential Learning 

One of the most influential explanations of learning through experience is Kolb's (1984) Experiential Learning Theory. Kolb 

proposes that effective learning follows a continuous cycle consisting of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract 

conceptualisation, and active experimentation. Learning therefore occurs not simply through experience itself but through 

thoughtful reflection upon experience. 

Kolb's model is particularly relevant to professional education because it explains how theoretical instruction becomes practical 

competence. Medical students, for example, may learn diagnostic principles in lectures but develop clinical judgement only after 

repeated interaction with patients under supervision. Similarly, engineering students transform mathematical principles into 

professional competence through laboratory experimentation and design projects. 

The reflective narrative presented later in this article illustrates Kolb's learning cycle. Formal driving instruction provided abstract 

conceptual knowledge, whereas practical guidance from an experienced family member enabled active experimentation in an 

authentic situation. Reflection upon that experience subsequently deepened understanding of how formal and informal learning 

complement one another. 

 

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The distinction between formal and informal sources of knowledge has attracted considerable attention in educational research 

because it addresses a fundamental question: How do people learn? Although universities have traditionally emphasized 

structured instruction and scholarly knowledge, educational theorists increasingly recognize that meaningful learning results from 

the interaction of institutional education with experience, observation, reflection, and social participation (Jarvis, 2006; Wenger, 

1998). Consequently, this study adopts an interdisciplinary theoretical framework that integrates experiential learning, social 

learning, sociocultural learning, reflective practice, and academic literacy. 

Rather than treating formal and informal learning as opposing approaches, the framework presented here considers them 

complementary dimensions of knowledge construction. Formal learning establishes conceptual understanding and disciplinary 

standards, whereas informal learning contextualizes theory by enabling learners to apply knowledge in authentic situations. 

3.1 Experiential Learning Theory 

Experiential Learning Theory, developed by Kolb (1984), argues that knowledge emerges through the transformation of 

experience. Learning is viewed as a cyclical process involving four interconnected stages: concrete experience, reflective 

observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. Effective learning requires movement through all four stages 

rather than merely accumulating information. 

In higher education, experiential learning explains why students often deepen their understanding after participating in 

internships, clinical placements, laboratory work, teaching practice, or field studies. Classroom instruction introduces theoretical 

principles, while authentic experiences allow learners to test, refine, and extend those principles. 

The reflective example discussed in this article follows Kolb's model closely. Completing a formal driving course represented 

structured learning based on official regulations and practical exercises. However, learning how to operate the vehicle's headlights 

during night driving emerged only after encountering an authentic situation outside the classroom, that is, driving school. The 

combination of formal instruction and practical experience completed the learning cycle. 

Kolb's theory therefore suggests that universities should create opportunities for students to integrate theoretical knowledge with 

practical application. Learning remains incomplete when students understand concepts intellectually but lack opportunities to 

apply them in realistic contexts. 
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3.2 Social Learning Theory 

Bandura's (1977) Social Learning Theory complements experiential learning by emphasizing the importance of observation, 

imitation, and modelling. According to Bandura, individuals acquire new knowledge and behaviours not only through direct 

experience but also by observing competent others. 

Observation enables learners to understand complex procedures before attempting them independently. The process increases 

confidence while reducing uncertainty, particularly when learners face unfamiliar tasks. 

In the reflective case examined here, Fernando, the author's brother, acted as a model by demonstrating the operation of the 

vehicle's lighting system before allowing independent practice. Learning occurred not because formal education had failed but 

because observation supplemented institutional instruction. 

Bandura's theory has significant implications for university education. Students frequently observe lecturers, laboratory 

demonstrators, senior students, clinical supervisors, and workplace mentors. Through observation they learn professional 

behaviour, communication skills, ethical conduct, and problem-solving strategies that are difficult to communicate exclusively 

through lectures. 

3.3 Sociocultural Learning Theory 

Vygotsky's (1978) sociocultural theory further explains why informal learning contributes significantly to professional 

development. Vygotsky argues that intellectual growth occurs through interaction with others, particularly individuals possessing 

greater knowledge or experience. 

Central to his theory is the concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), defined as the difference between what learners 

can accomplish independently and what they can accomplish with appropriate guidance. Learning occurs when knowledgeable 

individuals provide temporary support, commonly referred to as scaffolding, until learners become capable of performing tasks 

independently. 

The author's brother functioned as a more knowledgeable other, guiding the learning process through demonstration and 

explanation. His assistance enabled the author to perform a practical task that had not yet become part of independent 

competence. 

Within universities, lecturers, tutors, supervisors, librarians, laboratory technicians, and experienced classmates frequently assume 

this role. Their guidance helps students overcome conceptual difficulties while gradually developing independence. 

3.4 Reflective Practice 

Professional education increasingly recognizes reflection as an essential component of learning. Schön (1983) introduced the 

concept of the reflective practitioner, arguing that professionals continually improve by analysing their own experiences and 

adapting their practice accordingly. 

Reflection enables learners to connect theory with practice. Rather than viewing experiences as isolated events, reflective 

practitioners examine why situations occurred, how they responded, and what lessons can inform future action. 

The driving experience presented in this article illustrates reflective practice because it prompted reconsideration of the 

relationship between institutional instruction and experiential learning. What initially appeared to be a simple family interaction 

became an opportunity to understand broader educational principles concerning knowledge acquisition. 

Reflective practice occupies a central position within teacher education, medicine, nursing, engineering, architecture, and others 

because graduates must continually learn from experience throughout their careers. 

3.5 Communities of Practice 

Lave and Wenger (1991) argue that learning occurs through participation within communities of practice. Individuals gradually 

develop expertise by interacting with experienced practitioners and participating in authentic professional activities. 

Unlike traditional models emphasizing classroom instruction alone, communities of practice recognize that professional 

competence develops socially. Newcomers begin by observing experienced members before gradually assuming greater 

responsibility. 

Universities increasingly incorporate this perspective through internships, teaching practice, laboratory research, mentorship 

programmes, and professional placements. These experiences expose students to authentic professional cultures while 

complementing formal instruction. 

 

4. METHODOLOGY 

This article adopts a conceptual qualitative approach supported by reflective narrative inquiry. Rather than collecting numerical 

data through surveys or experiments, the study analyses an everyday experience to illustrate broader educational concepts 

documented within existing literature. 

Reflective narrative has become an accepted methodological approach in educational research because it enables researchers to 

connect personal experience with theoretical interpretation (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The objective is not to generalize from 

a single experience but to demonstrate how ordinary events illuminate broader educational processes. 

The reflective case presented here concerns the author's experience after successfully completing a formal driving course. 

Although the course satisfied official licensing requirements, it did not provide practical experience in operating the vehicle's 

headlights because all driving lessons occurred during daylight. Before the author's first night drive, practical guidance was 

provided by the author's brother, whose demonstration completed the learning process. 

This narrative functions as an illustrative case through which theories of experiential learning, social learning, sociocultural 

learning, and reflective practice can be examined. The experience is interpreted alongside scholarly literature rather than treated 

as empirical proof. 

The methodological approach therefore combines two sources of evidence: 

1. Scholarly literature examining formal and informal learning. 

2. Reflective narrative illustrating how these theoretical concepts appear in everyday life. 

Using reflective narrative in this manner enriches educational understanding by demonstrating how abstract theories operate 

within authentic learning situations. 
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5. FINDINGS 

5.1 Formal Learning Established Foundational Competence 

The first finding concerns the importance of formal education in establishing foundational knowledge. 

The driving course followed a structured curriculum delivered by qualified instructors. Throughout the programme, instruction 

emphasized road regulations, vehicle control, safety procedures, parking techniques, traffic signs, and responsible driving 

practices. Assessment ensured that learners demonstrated competence according to nationally recognized standards before 

obtaining a driving licence. 

This formal learning environment exemplifies what universities seek to provide through degree programmes. Students receive 

organized instruction designed according to disciplinary standards, learning outcomes, and assessment criteria. Knowledge is 

sequenced logically, enabling progressively deeper understanding. 

The driving school therefore fulfilled its educational responsibility successfully. It prepared learners according to official 

requirements and ensured that essential competencies were achieved. 

However, formal instruction inevitably possesses practical limitations. 

This article recognises that no curriculum can anticipate every situation graduates will eventually encounter. 

 

5.2 Experiential Gaps Remain After Formal Instruction 

Despite successfully completing the driving course, one practical gap still remained. 

Because every lesson occurred during daylight hours, the opportunity to operate the vehicle's lighting system while driving never 

arose naturally. 

Although information concerning headlights existed within the driving manual, theoretical awareness differed from practical 

competence and this observation parallels higher education. 

Medical students may understand clinical theory without yet possessing confidence in communicating with anxious patients. The 

same applies to engineering students who may master mathematical equations without immediately recognizing how experienced 

engineers solve unexpected design problems. 

Finally, teacher education students may understand classroom management theoretically while still experiencing uncertainty 

during their first weeks of teaching practice. 

In conclusion, formal education establishes essential foundations, but authentic professional situations inevitably reveal additional 

learning needs. 

 

5.3 Informal Learning Completed Practical Competence 

The third finding concerns the educational value of informal guidance. 

Before driving at night, the author's brother noticed uncertainty regarding the vehicle's lighting controls. Instead of assuming prior 

knowledge, he patiently demonstrated each function, explained its purpose, and supervised repeated practice until confidence 

developed. 

Several important characteristics distinguish this learning episode. 

First, learning occurred naturally within everyday family interaction. Second, instruction responded immediately to an authentic 

need. Third, explanation was individualized according to the learner's uncertainty. Finally, competence developed through 

observation followed by practical application. 

Bandura (1977) would describe the above sequence as observational learning, whereas Vygotsky (1978) would interpret it as 

guided learning supported by a more knowledgeable other. The brother's explanation neither contradicted nor replaced formal 

education. Rather, it extended it. 

 

5.4 Formal and Informal Knowledge Were Complementary 

Perhaps the most significant finding emerging from this reflective analysis is that neither formal education nor informal 

experience alone would have produced complete competence. Without the driving school, the learner would have lacked 

theoretical understanding, legal knowledge, and safe driving skills. 

Without the brother's practical guidance, uncertainty would have remained during the first experience of night driving. Complete 

competence therefore emerged from integrating institutional instruction with experiential learning. 

This finding supports Biggs and Tang's (2011) argument that meaningful learning occurs when theoretical understanding is 

connected to authentic application. Similarly, Kolb's (1984) experiential learning cycle demonstrates that abstract concepts 

become fully understood only after learners apply them within concrete situations. 

 

5.5 Explicit and Tacit Knowledge Interacted 

The reflective narrative also illustrates the interaction between explicit and tacit knowledge. 

Explicit knowledge consists of documented procedures communicated through textbooks, lectures, manuals, and institutional 

instruction while tacit knowledge develops through repeated experience and is often difficult to articulate completely (Polanyi, 

1966). 

The driving school's curriculum represented explicit knowledge and the brother's demonstration represented tacit knowledge 

accumulated through years of practical driving experience. Neither form of knowledge was inherently superior. Instead, each 

addressed different dimensions of learning. 

Universities frequently emphasize explicit knowledge because assessment requires observable evidence. Professional 

competence, however, also depends upon tacit knowledge acquired through practice, reflection, and interaction with experienced 

practitioners. 

Recognizing the relationship between explicit and tacit knowledge has important implications for curriculum design, assessment, 

and professional education. 
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6. DISCUSSION 

6.1 Reconsidering the Relationship Between Formal and Informal Knowledge 

The findings presented in the previous section demonstrate that formal and informal learning are not mutually exclusive but are 

interdependent processes that contribute to the development of competent learners. Higher education has traditionally privileged 

formal sources of knowledge because universities are responsible for generating, preserving, and disseminating knowledge that is 

supported by systematic inquiry and rigorous evidence. Nevertheless, the reflective case presented in this article illustrates that 

practical competence frequently emerges only when formal instruction is complemented by experiential learning. 

This conclusion aligns with Dewey's (1938) view that education should not separate theory from experience. Dewey argues that 

knowledge becomes meaningful only when learners apply abstract concepts to authentic situations requiring reflection and 

problem-solving. In the present case, the driving course successfully provided theoretical understanding and technical competence 

according to official licensing standards. However, operating the vehicle's headlights during the first experience of night driving 

represented a practical situation that had not arisen during formal instruction. Learning therefore continued beyond the classroom 

through interaction with a more experienced family member. 

Similarly, Freire (1970) criticizes educational approaches that treat learners as passive recipients of information. His concept of 

dialogical education emphasizes interaction, questioning, and shared construction of knowledge. The interaction between the 

author and his brother exemplifies this dialogical process. Rather than simply transferring information, the brother responded to a 

specific learning need by demonstrating, explaining, and encouraging independent practice. 

These perspectives reinforce the argument that knowledge is dynamic rather than static. Formal education introduces disciplinary 

concepts, while informal learning enables those concepts to be adapted to the complexities of everyday life. 

 

6.2 Why Universities Privilege Formal Sources 

Although informal learning contributes significantly to professional competence, universities continue to require students to rely 

primarily on formal sources when producing academic work. This expectation is not intended to diminish the value of personal 

experience but to ensure that academic arguments are grounded in reliable, transparent, and verifiable evidence. 

According to Booth, Colomb, and Williams (2016), academic writing differs from everyday conversation because it requires 

claims to be supported by evidence that readers can independently evaluate. Scholarly sources undergo editorial review, 

methodological scrutiny, and peer evaluation before publication. Consequently, they provide a degree of reliability that informal 

communication cannot always guarantee. 

Popper's (1959) philosophy of science further explains this principle. Scientific knowledge advances because claims remain open 

to criticism, testing, and possible refutation. Ideas survive not because individuals believe them but because they withstand 

systematic examination. Universities therefore encourage students to consult peer-reviewed research, official publications, and 

recognized academic texts rather than relying solely on anecdotal evidence. 

Kuhn (1962) similarly demonstrates that scientific understanding develops through continuous refinement of knowledge. New 

evidence challenges existing assumptions, leading to the gradual development of more comprehensive explanations. Formal 

academic sources therefore represent collective scholarly inquiry rather than isolated individual opinions. 

The 1997 driving example illustrates this distinction clearly. Although the author's brother successfully demonstrated how to 

operate the vehicle's headlights, his explanation would not constitute sufficient evidence in an academic article examining road 

safety. Such an article would require official traffic legislation, engineering standards, government accident statistics, and peer-

reviewed research concerning visibility and accident prevention. The personal narrative enriches understanding but cannot 

substitute for systematic evidence. 

 

6.3 The Educational Value of Informal Sources 

Despite the privileged position of formal evidence within academia, informal learning remains indispensable throughout higher 

education and professional practice. 

Jarvis (2006) argues that adults learn continuously through everyday experiences rather than exclusively within formal 

educational institutions. Much professional competence develops gradually through workplace interaction, observation, 

experimentation, and reflection. 

Livingstone (2001) similarly contends that informal learning constitutes one of the most extensive forms of adult education, 

despite often remaining unrecognized because it lacks formal certification. 

The reflective narrative presented in this article supports the above observations. The author's brother did not possess authority 

because of institutional position but because of practical experience. His ability to explain the vehicle's lighting system emerged 

from repeated use rather than classroom instruction. 

Comparable situations occur regularly within universities. For example, senior students frequently explain difficult concepts to 

first-year students using simpler language than lecturers. The same happens when research supervisors teach postgraduate 

students strategies for conducting fieldwork that extend beyond methodological textbooks and laboratory technicians demonstrate 

practical procedures acquired through years of professional experience. 

In medicine, clinical mentors assist nursing and medical students in communicating effectively with patients and in education, 

experienced teachers help novice educators manage classroom behaviour during school placements. 

The above examples demonstrate that informal learning complements rather than competes with formal education. 

 

6.4 Information Literacy and Critical Evaluation 

The emergence of digital scholarship has significantly broadened the concept of academic literacy. Students are no longer 

expected merely to locate scholarly literature; they must also evaluate digital repositories, open educational resources, 

institutional databases, research data, preprints, artificial intelligence tools, and collaborative scholarly platforms. Consequently, 

information literacy has evolved into a broader competency that combines digital literacy, critical thinking, ethical use of 

information, and scholarly communication. Contemporary research argues that graduates require sophisticated evaluative skills to 

navigate increasingly complex digital information ecosystems while maintaining academic integrity. (ACRL, 2016). 
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The Association of College and Research Libraries (2016) defines information literacy as the ability to discover information, 

evaluate authority, recognize context, and use information ethically. 

Information literacy therefore requires students to ask several important questions: 

 Who produced this information? 

 What evidence supports the claims? 

 Has the material undergone peer review? 

 What qualifications does the author possess? 

 Is the information current? 

 Does it present balanced analysis? 

 Can it be verified using other reliable sources? 

Paul and Elder (2014) describe this process as disciplined critical thinking. Rather than accepting information because it appears 

convincing, critical thinkers evaluate assumptions, examine evidence, identify biases, and consider alternative explanations. 

Likewise, digital scholarship has transformed the production and dissemination of knowledge. Open-access publishing, 

institutional repositories, collaborative research platforms, and digital research tools have increased access to scientific knowledge 

while simultaneously increasing the responsibility of learners to distinguish authoritative scholarship from misinformation. 

Universities therefore have an important role in cultivating digital scholarship competencies alongside traditional academic 

literacy (ACRL, 2023). As stated in Maybee et al. (2023), there is a growing recognition for the need for information literacy in 

curricula, an example being the reflection in the legislation enacted by the state of New Jersey making it the first state to require 

K-12 students to learn information literacy. 

 

6.5 Reflective Practice as Professional Learning 

The reflective case analysed throughout this article demonstrates the importance of reflection in transforming ordinary 

experiences into meaningful learning opportunities. 

Schön (1983) argues that professionals become experts not simply through experience but through reflection upon experience. 

Reflection enables individuals to analyse successes, identify mistakes, reconsider assumptions, and improve future practice. 

In this article, learning did not end when the author mastered the vehicle's lighting system. Instead, the experience prompted 

broader reflection concerning how people acquire knowledge and how formal and informal learning interact. Without reflection, 

the incident would simply have remained an isolated family memory. Through reflective analysis, however, it became an 

educational case illustrating multiple learning theories. 

This transformation exemplifies one of higher education's central objectives: enabling students to derive conceptual understanding 

from authentic experience. 

Thus, reflective practice occupies a central position in many professional programmes. For example, medical students maintain 

reflective portfolios documenting clinical experiences and teacher education students analyse classroom observations during 

teaching practice. 

the same happens when engineering students evaluate completed projects to improve future designs and business students 

examine leadership decisions during internships. 

Reflection enables professionals to connect theory with practice throughout their careers. 

 

6.6 Implications for Professional Education 

The findings also have important implications for professional education. 

Medicine 

Medical education illustrates particularly well the interaction between formal and informal learning. 

Students first study anatomy, physiology, pharmacology, pathology, and microbiology using textbooks, lectures, and laboratory 

sessions and during clinical placements, however, experienced physicians and nurses teach skills that extend beyond formal 

curricula. Students also learn how to communicate difficult diagnoses compassionately, they learn how to reassure anxious 

patients and they observe how experienced clinicians prioritize tasks during emergencies. 

These competencies often develop through observation, mentorship, and supervised practice rather than through lectures alone. 

Engineering 

Engineering education follows a similar pattern. 

Students initially master mathematics, mechanics, materials science, and design principles. Professional competence develops 

further through industrial placements where experienced engineers demonstrate decision-making processes that cannot always be 

captured in textbooks. 

Unexpected equipment failures, resource limitations, and workplace collaboration require practical judgment acquired through 

experience. 

Teacher Education 

Future teachers likewise study educational psychology, curriculum theory, and assessment methods before entering schools. Once 

in classrooms, experienced mentors demonstrate classroom management strategies, communication skills, and professional 

judgement developed over many years. 

Teaching practice therefore represents an essential bridge between theoretical preparation and professional competence. 

These examples reinforce the argument that professional education requires integration rather than separation of formal and 

informal knowledge. 

 

6.7 Implications for Higher Education in Developing Countries 

The relationship between formal and informal learning possesses particular significance within developing countries, including 

Mozambican and many African contexts. 
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Universities often operate under conditions characterized by limited library collections, restricted access to subscription 

databases, large class sizes, and shortages of laboratory resources. 

Under such circumstances, collaborative learning, peer mentoring, and community knowledge frequently become valuable 

educational resources. 

Nevertheless, reliance upon informal sources should never replace evidence-based scholarship. 

Instead, higher education institutions should strengthen students' capacity to evaluate multiple sources critically while 

encouraging responsible integration of experiential knowledge. 

For example, medical students in Mozambique may learn evidence-based clinical practice through university instruction while 

simultaneously acquiring valuable contextual understanding from experienced healthcare practitioners working in rural 

communities. 

Similarly, engineering students may combine international technical standards with indigenous knowledge concerning local 

building materials and environmental conditions. 

Recognizing the educational value of local knowledge does not diminish scientific standards. 

Rather, it enriches formal education by making theoretical concepts more relevant to local realities. 

 

6.8 Toward an Integrated Model of University Learning 

The discussion presented throughout this article suggests that effective higher education should embrace an integrated model of 

learning. 

Within such a model: 

 Formal learning establishes disciplinary knowledge, research methodology, academic integrity, and evidence-based 

reasoning. 

 Informal learning contributes contextual understanding, procedural competence, professional judgement, and adaptive 

expertise. 

The two forms of learning therefore perform complementary rather than competing educational functions. 

Figure 1 (conceptual model) may be summarized as follows: 

 

                           FORMAL SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE 
 ┌────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────┐ 

 │ • Textbooks                                                           │ 

 │ • Peer-reviewed journal articles                                             │ 

 │ • University lectures                                                    │ 

 │ • Government publications                                                │ 

 │ • Professional standards                                                  │ 

 │ • Institutional repositories                                                 │ 

 └────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────┘ 

                              │ 

                              │ 

                              ▼ 

                   KNOWLEDGE ACQUISITION 

             (Conceptual & Theoretical Learning) 
                              │ 

                              ▼ 

                  CRITICAL INFORMATION LITERACY 

     • Source evaluation • Evidence appraisal • Academic integrity 

     • Citation • Digital literacy • Critical thinking 

                              │ 

                              ▼ 

                  REFLECTIVE LEARNING PROCESS 

        (Kolb, 1984; Schön, 1983; Dewey, 1938) 
                              │ 

          ┌───────────────────┴───────────────────┐ 

          │                                       │ 

          ▼                                       ▼ 

 EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING                   SOCIAL LEARNING 

 Practical application                          Observation 

 Workplace practice                           Mentoring 

 Reflection                                 Peer learning 

                                         Communities of practice 
          │                                       │ 

          └───────────────────┬───────────────────┘ 

                              ▼ 

                 INFORMAL SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE 
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     • Family guidance 

     • Professional mentoring 

     • Workplace experience 

     • Peer discussion 

     • Community knowledge 

     • Digital communities 
                              │ 

                              ▼ 

          INTEGRATED PROFESSIONAL COMPETENCE 

     • Evidence-based decision making 

     • Practical problem solving 

     • Lifelong learning 

     • Reflective practice 

     • Graduate employability 

 

Figure 1. Proposed conceptual framework illustrating how formal and informal sources of knowledge interact through 

information literacy, reflective learning, and experiential learning to develop professional competence. The framework integrates 

Dewey's (1938) philosophy of experience, Kolb's (1984) experiential learning cycle, Bandura's (1977) social learning theory, 

Vygotsky's (1978) sociocultural theory, Schön's (1983) reflective practice, and contemporary information literacy principles 

(ACRL, 2016). 

Such an integrated framework recognizes that universities remain the principal custodians of scientific knowledge while 

acknowledging that lifelong learning continues beyond graduation through experience, collaboration, and reflective practice. 

The driving example examined throughout this article serves as a simple yet powerful illustration of this principle. Formal 

instruction prepared the learner to become a licensed driver, whereas informal guidance transformed that preparation into 

confident practical performance during an unfamiliar situation. 

Ultimately, higher education should prepare graduates not only to know, but also to apply, evaluate, adapt, and continue learning 

throughout their professional lives. 

7. RECOMMENDATIONS 

The discussion presented in this article demonstrates that effective university learning depends on balancing the use of formal and 

informal sources of knowledge. While formal sources remain the foundation of academic inquiry, informal learning provides 

practical experiences that enable students to apply theoretical concepts in authentic contexts. Based on the literature reviewed and 

the reflective case analysed, several recommendations are proposed for universities, lecturers, librarians, students, and 

policymakers. 

7.1 Recommendations for Universities 

Universities should continue emphasizing the importance of evidence-based scholarship while recognizing that meaningful 

learning also occurs outside formal classrooms. Institutions should therefore create learning environments that encourage 

interaction between theoretical instruction and authentic professional practice. 

One practical strategy involves expanding opportunities for experiential learning through internships, service-learning projects, 

laboratory work, clinical placements, community engagement, and industry partnerships. Such experiences allow students to 

connect classroom knowledge with professional realities, thereby strengthening conceptual understanding and practical 

competence (Kolb, 1984). 

Universities should also encourage interdisciplinary learning. Real-world problems rarely fall within a single academic discipline. 

Students should therefore be exposed to collaborative projects where they learn to integrate knowledge from different fields while 

interacting with peers and professionals possessing diverse expertise. 

Another important recommendation concerns mentoring programmes. Institutions should establish structured mentoring systems 

in which senior students, alumni, and experienced professionals guide junior students during their transition into university and 

later into professional practice. These mentoring relationships provide valuable informal learning opportunities while 

complementing formal instruction. 

7.2 Recommendations for Lecturers 

Lecturers occupy a central position in helping students understand the distinction between formal and informal sources. 

Rather than discouraging students from referring to personal experiences, lecturers should demonstrate how such experiences can 

enrich academic writing when used appropriately. Personal narratives should be presented as illustrative examples supporting 

arguments that are grounded in scholarly evidence rather than replacing it. 

Teaching should also incorporate reflective learning activities. Reflective journals, portfolios, case studies, simulations, and 

problem-based learning encourage students to analyse experiences critically while connecting them with academic theory (Schön, 

1983). 

Furthermore, lecturers should explicitly teach students how to evaluate the credibility of information sources. Many first-year 

students struggle to distinguish between peer-reviewed research, government publications, commercial websites, blogs, and social 

media content. Information literacy instruction should therefore become an integral component of university curricula rather than 

being treated as an isolated library skill. 

7.3 Recommendations for University Libraries 

University libraries have evolved from repositories of printed books into centres for information literacy and academic support. 

Librarians should continue providing workshops on literature searching, database use, referencing, plagiarism prevention, and 

source evaluation. Such instruction enables students to navigate the rapidly expanding digital information environment more 

effectively. 

Libraries should also collaborate closely with academic departments in embedding information literacy within disciplinary 

courses. Students often understand source evaluation more effectively when examples are directly related to their fields of study. 
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Additionally, universities should continue expanding access to electronic databases, open-access journals, institutional 

repositories, and digital learning resources, particularly in developing countries where access to scholarly literature remains 

uneven. 

7.4 Recommendations for Students 

Students themselves bear primary responsibility for becoming critical and independent learners. 

First, students should recognize that university assignments require evidence obtained from credible formal sources. Textbooks, 

scholarly journals, government reports, professional standards, and institutional publications should form the basis of academic 

arguments. 

Second, students should not disregard informal learning opportunities. Conversations with lecturers, classmates, mentors, family 

members, and experienced professionals often provide valuable practical insights that enhance understanding. However, such 

insights should be evaluated critically and verified using reliable evidence whenever they are incorporated into academic work. 

Third, students should cultivate reflective practice. After completing assignments, internships, laboratory experiments, or 

professional placements, learners should ask themselves: 

 What did I learn? 

 Why did this happen? 

 How does this relate to theory? 

 What would I do differently next time? 

Reflection transforms experience into knowledge and supports lifelong learning (Schön, 1983). 

Finally, students should view learning as a continuous process extending beyond graduation. Professional competence requires 

ongoing reading, collaboration, observation, and adaptation throughout one's career. 

7.5 Recommendations for Policymakers 

Educational policymakers should recognize that quality higher education requires both academic rigor and practical relevance. 

National qualification frameworks should continue emphasizing evidence-based curricula while encouraging universities to 

integrate experiential learning into degree programmes. 

Policies should also support stronger partnerships between universities, industries, hospitals, schools, community organizations, 

and government agencies. Such collaboration enables students to encounter authentic professional situations before graduation. 

Investment in digital infrastructure remains equally important. Expanding access to scholarly databases, electronic journals, and 

institutional repositories enhances students' ability to consult high-quality formal sources regardless of geographical location. 

 

8. CONCLUSION 

This article set out to examine the relationship between formal and informal sources of knowledge in higher education by 

integrating educational theory with reflective practice. Through a review of the literature and analysis of a personal learning 

experience, the study has demonstrated that effective university learning depends upon understanding the complementary roles 

played by both forms of knowledge. 

Formal learning remains the cornerstone of academic education. Universities rely on structured curricula, peer-reviewed 

scholarship, official publications, and systematic research because these sources provide evidence that is transparent, verifiable, 

and open to critical evaluation. Such knowledge enables students to construct rigorous academic arguments and prepares 

graduates to make professional decisions grounded in scientific evidence rather than unsupported opinion. 

However, the study also demonstrates that formal education alone cannot anticipate every situation learners will encounter during 

their personal or professional lives. Informal learning - acquired through observation, mentorship, experience, dialogue, and 

reflection - plays an equally important role in developing practical competence, contextual understanding, and professional 

confidence. 

The reflective narrative concerning the author's driving experience in 1997 illustrates this relationship clearly. Completing the 

formal driving course provided the theoretical knowledge and practical skills necessary to obtain a driving licence. Nevertheless, 

learning remained incomplete because the opportunity to operate the vehicle's headlights had not arisen during daytime 

instruction. Guidance provided by the author's brother filled this practical gap through demonstration, observation, explanation, 

and supervised practice. 

Although seemingly ordinary, this experience reflects broader educational principles identified by Dewey, Kolb, Bandura, 

Vygotsky, Schön, Wenger, and other scholars. Knowledge develops through interaction between theory and practice, between 

institutional instruction and lived experience, and between individual reflection and social participation. 

For higher education institutions, the implications are significant. Universities should continue upholding rigorous academic 

standards while creating opportunities for experiential learning, mentoring, collaborative problem-solving, and reflective practice. 

Such approaches enable students not only to acquire disciplinary knowledge but also to develop the adaptability required in 

rapidly changing professional environments. 

The article also highlights the growing importance of information literacy. In an era characterized by unprecedented access to 

digital information, students must learn to evaluate sources critically, distinguish scholarly evidence from unsupported opinion, 

and integrate multiple forms of knowledge responsibly. 

Ultimately, the purpose of higher education extends beyond transmitting information. Universities should cultivate graduates 

capable of questioning assumptions, evaluating evidence, solving complex problems, reflecting upon experience, and continuing 

to learn throughout their lives. 

The relationship between formal and informal knowledge should therefore not be viewed as a competition between opposing 

educational philosophies. Instead, it represents a partnership in which evidence-based scholarship provides intellectual 

foundations while experiential learning transforms knowledge into professional competence. 

The simple lesson learned during a first night drive - that knowing about something is not always the same as knowing how to do 

it - captures one of the most enduring principles of education. Academic knowledge and practical experience are strongest when 
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they work together. Preparing students for the complexities of the twenty-first century requires universities to embrace this 

integration while maintaining the scholarly standards upon which higher education depends. 
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