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Abstract

Background: Situational interest is a transient psychological state triggered by the environment, playing a key
role in activating learning, enhancing motivation, and promoting students' academic engagement. By stimulating
curiosity, it can lead to deeper cognitive, emotional, and behavioral engagement with learning content. Therefore,
understanding its sources and the methods for fostering it is crucial for designing effective and engaging
instruction.

Aim: This study aimed to provide a comprehensive systematic review of the strategies, instructional and
environmental antecedents effective for situational interest, its development process into a sustained interest, and
its outcomes on learning across a range of educational settings based on global research.

Method: This study employed a systematic review methodology on a wide array of relevant articles on situational
interest, retrieved from international (Google Scholar, Web of Science, ProQuest) and national (Magiran, Sid)
databases between 1993 and 2025. Following the stages of identification, screening, and eligibility assessment
based on inclusion and exclusion criteria, from an initial pool of 368 studies, a final selection of 88 studies was
included in this review.

Results: The systematic review of the research indicated that the primary antecedents of situational interest
include active and meaningful instructional strategies (such as utility value interventions, discussion, and
collaboration), task characteristics (e.g., novelty and optimal challenge), teacher's emotional and instructional
support, a positive classroom climate, and the purposeful use of technology (such as augmented and virtual
reality). Furthermore, the key outcomes of situational interest include increased academic engagement (emotional,
cognitive, and behavioral), persistence and effort regulation when facing difficulties, the application of deep
learning strategies, the experience of positive emotions, and the facilitation of the conceptual change process. This
construct plays a key mediating role in the learning process, although its relationship with academic achievement
is predominantly indirect.

Conclusions: Educators and instructional designers are advised to purposefully cultivate situational interest to
enhance learning. Active, meaningful, and personalized instructional strategies, combined with teacher support
and the intelligent integration of technology, can help trigger and maintain interest, paving the way for academic
engagement, deep learning, and the development of sustained interest.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Interest, as a fundamental component of motivation, serves as a driving force directing attention
and effort. It also facilitates deep information processing and plays a pivotal role in educational
experiences (Renninger & Hidi, 2011; Knogler et al., 2015). Among its various forms,
situational interest a transient psychological state elicited by environmental factors has received
particular attention in educational psychology. Unlike individual interest, which represents a
stable and deeply rooted disposition, situational interest can be intentionally cultivated through
careful design of learning environments and instructional tasks (Mitchell, 1993; Hidi &
Renninger, 2006).

Initially conceptualized as text- based interest by Hidi and colleagues, and later elaborated
by Mitchell (1993) as a multifaceted construct within authentic classroom contexts, situational
interest is recognized not merely for capturing initial attention but for its potential to evolve
into enduring individual interest. This developmental process is most comprehensively
described in the four-phase model of interest development proposed by Hidi and Renninger
(2006).

According to this model, interest originates in the Triggered Situational Interest (Triggered
SI) phase, driven by environmental appeal such as novelty and surprise, and may progress to
the Maintained Situational Interest (Maintained SI) phase. The maintenance phase, which
includes two core components affective (e.g., enjoyment and engagement) and value-related
(e.g., perceived usefulness and personal significance) is crucial for maintaining engagement
and strengthening one’s connection with the content (Linnenbrink- Garcia et al., 2010; Skaar
& Reber, 2023).

Sustaining this state paves, the way for emerging individual interest and, ultimately, well-
developed individual interest. The sources of situational interest encompass a wide range of
factors, from task characteristics (e.g., challenge and choice) to instructional strategies (e.qg.,
collaboration and value interventions), as well as the roles of teachers and technology (Guo &
Fryer, 2024). Given its central role, this systematic review synthesizes empirical findings
related to the antecedents, strategies, and outcomes of situational interest across diverse
educational contexts, providing practical guidance for enhancing learning experiences.

Method

This study employed a systematic review combined with qualitative thematic analysis to
comprehensively examine research on situational interest in educational contexts. Its primary
aim was to integrate theoretical and empirical findings published between 1993 and 2025. To
ensure thorough coverage, an extensive search was conducted across major international
databases, including Google Scholar, Web of Science, ProQuest, ScienceDirect, ERIC, and
PubMed, as well as national databases such as Magiran and Sid. The primary search keywords
were ‘“‘situational interest,” “interest development,” ‘“academic motivation,” “learning
environments,” and “instructional strategies,” along with various combinations of these terms.

The article selection process followed PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta- Analyses) guidelines. In the initial phase, 368 studies were identified. After
removing duplicates and irrelevant records, 105 articles were selected for full-text review. In
the final screening stage, studies were assessed based on inclusion criteria (focus on situational
interest within educational settings and presentation of empirical findings or theoretical
discussions) and exclusion criteria (lack of direct relevance, exclusive focus on measurement
tools, or non-original review papers). Ultimately, 88 articles were included in the final analysis.
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Data extraction was carried out with a systematic focus on key information, including
conceptual definitions and models, antecedents and sources (e.g., task characteristics,
instructional strategies, teacher role, and technology), as well as cognitive, affective, and
behavioral outcomes, and the dynamic and interactive nature of situational interest. The
extracted data were then analyzed using qualitative thematic analysis, enabling the
identification of overarching and subordinate themes and providing an integrated overview of
the current state of knowledge in this field.

Results

This study employed a systematic review combined with qualitative thematic analysis to
comprehensively examine research on situational interest in educational contexts. The primary
aim was to integrate theoretical and empirical findings published between 1993 and 2025. To
ensure thorough coverage, an extensive search was conducted across major international
databases, including Google Scholar, Web of Science, ProQuest, ScienceDirect, ERIC, and
PubMed, as well as national databases such as Magiran and Sid. The primary search keywords
were “situational interest,” “interest development,” ‘“academic motivation,” “learning
environments,” and “instructional strategies,” along with various combinations of these terms.

The article selection process followed PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines. In the initial phase, 368 studies were identified. After
removing duplicates and irrelevant records, 105 articles were selected for full-text review. In
the final screening stage, studies were evaluated based on inclusion criteria (focus on
situational interest within educational settings and presentation of empirical findings or
theoretical discussions) and exclusion criteria (lack of direct relevance, exclusive focus on
measurement tools, or non-original review papers). Ultimately, 88 articles were included in the
analysis.

Data extraction was conducted with a systematic focus on key information, including
conceptual definitions and models, antecedents and sources (e.g., task characteristics,
instructional strategies, teacher role, and technology), as well as cognitive, affective, and
behavioral outcomes. The dynamic and interactive nature of situational interest was also
considered. The extracted data were then analyzed using qualitative thematic analysis, allowing
the identification of overarching and subordinate themes and providing an integrated overview
of the current state of knowledge in this field.
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Discussion

This systematic review deepens our understanding of situational interest, highlighting its
dynamic, multifaceted, and central role in education. The integration of the four-phase model
of interest development, along with the distinction between affective and value-related
components within maintained interest, provides a practical framework for designing
instructional interventions. This review emphasizes that the sources of situational interest go
beyond the mere inclusion of superficial entertainment; instead, they require creating
meaningfulness, cognitive challenge, and personal relevance. Emerging strategies, including
self-generated value interventions and context personalization, reflect a shift toward the
intentional design of learning experiences.

The most prominent finding concerns the mediating and central role of situational interest.
It functions not only as an outcome but also as a key mechanism driving other motivational
processes, promoting deep learning, engagement, and persistence. Its temporal dynamics and
interaction with individual characteristics underscore the need to move beyond one-size-fits-
all approaches toward personalized instruction, thereby maximizing the effectiveness of
educational interventions.
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Conclusion

Situational interest represents a central and malleable motivational construct in educational
contexts, which can be systematically fostered through active, meaningful, and personalized
instructional design. By positively influencing key learning processes such as engagement and
persistence, it plays a crucial role in promoting deep learning and supporting the development
of enduring individual interest.

Limitations

One of the primary limitations of the present study was the scarcity of research published in
Persian on this topic. The systematic review was largely based on descriptive, review, and
correlational studies, most of which were conducted in American and European contexts and
published in foreign languages.

Given the potential cultural dependence of the subject matter, the focus on these contexts
may limit the generalizability of the findings to other cultural settings, particularly those in
Eastern countries. Additionally, restricted access to the full texts of some articles and the
possibility of incomplete coverage of relevant studies posed further challenges. Overall,
linguistic, cultural, and methodological limitations have somewhat constrained the
interpretation and generalization of the results.

Future Studies

It is recommended that future research include longitudinal studies to track the development of
interest, cross cultural investigations to examine the generalizability of existing models, and
exploration of the neurocognitive mechanisms underlying situational interest. Additionally, the
design and evaluation of personalized interventions, a focus on teacher training, and the
development of dynamic and multifaceted assessment tools are suggested as important
directions for future studies.
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