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Abstract:  

This paper explores the impact of first language (L1) and second language (L2) subtitles in films. 

From a new perspective, the paper looks at the role of repetition as a separate entity that influences 

vocabulary learning despite subtitle types. To maximise vocabulary acquisition, the paper 

recommends that learners should be exposed to repeated input. The repetition should be 

comprehensible and to reach a comprehensible input, subtitles could be then considered. Overall, 

L1 subtitles are preferred for low proficiency learners whilst L2 subtitles could be geared towards 

high proficiency learners since the aim behind watching movies in the target language is to have a 

comprehensible input. Nonetheless, different subtitles should be used to facilitate the meaning and 

not as a final tool of acquiring new vocabulary as this acquisition will take place with repetition. 

Thus, the current paper could form a starting point in an approach that lays emphasis on repetition 

in movies watching rather than using a particular type of subtitle. 
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Introduction 

Many researchers consider that learning vocabulary provides a strong base for a successful 

L2 acquisition (Schmitt, 2010). Using visual material such as movies, cartoons, flash stories, etc. 

to learn new vocabulary seems to be an effective learning tool: such stimuli provide a full context 

of the vocabulary (Nasab & Motlagh, 2017). Thus, linguistic materials accompanied by visual 

representation are more effective for language learning. This is consistent with Mayer’s (2009) 

multimedia learning theory stating that learners acquire more from pictures and words than from 

words alone. This new way of learning L2 vocabulary is preferred by the majority of learners 

studying English as a foreign language: it gives them the chance to see how native speakers use 

the language in context (Aloqaili, 2014; Safranj, 2015).  

 

Recently, in the English language teaching field, subtitled movies have been used to 

facilitate vocabulary learning by combining visual representation of the new words with the written 

form (Aloqaili, 2014). However, there are different styles of using subtitles (L1 subtitles, L2 

subtitles, dual subtitles, captions, etc.) and the advantages and disadvantages of each version have 

long caused debate amongst researchers. Yet, beyond this argument, someone could place much 

of the emphasis on the repetition of the vocabulary in movies and how that could have a greater 

impact on learners, more than a particular type of subtitle.  

 

Therefore, this paper aims to explore different methods of enhancing vocabulary learning 

when learners watch visual material in the target language. The benefit of L1 subtitles will be 

discussed first, followed by L2 subtitles. Then, I will evaluate the importance of another feature 

that enhances learners’ vocabulary acquisition: word repetition. This element will be compared as 

a separate factor against L1 subtitles and L2 subtitles. After analysing the three different 

components, recommendations will be proposed which could be practical to language classes. 

 

Focusing on L1 subtitle   

Earlier movies were silent. Subtitles were first used in 1903 to bridge this gap and introduce 

the spoken dialogue from the scene to the viewers. They took the form of “title cards” and were 

inserted between scenes in the film, providing the only way in which to share the spoken word 

from the film with the audience before inventing the soundtrack. Thus, producers would translate 

these “title cards” to suit viewers in foreign countries who spoke different languages. After the 

invention of the soundtrack in movies, producers faced a costly challenge in changing the language 

every time they sold their product abroad. Hence, at this point L1 subtitle was introduced in its 

current form to tackle this problem. Its place on the screen has changed a few times but 

nonetheless, the translation of the audio is presented simultaneously with the performance (Foster, 

2014; Ivarsson, 2009). Since then, L1 subtitles have been used to enhance language learning, 

especially for those who are studying the second language in a foreign context.  

 

Simply, L1 subtitles, also known as “interlingual” subtitles, can be defined as the 

translation of the film’s language into the viewer’s L1 language (Aloqaili, 2014). One of the 

advantages for using L1 subtitles is the translation of the target words (Tsai, 2009). Additionally, 

the importance of translation in learning the target language is highly crucial: it has long been used 

as a learning strategy, especially for beginners (Schmitt, 2000). Moreover, some researchers have 

found that L1 subtitles are more effective for learners who have experienced difficulty in reading 
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or listening skills in the target language; i.e. low proficiency learners (Vanderplank, 2010). 

However, Bairstow and Lavaur (2012) find that learners experience better comprehension using 

L1 subtitles across different proficiency levels, whereas L2 subtitles seemed to foster vocabulary 

acquisition.  

 

In contrast, Koolstra and Beentjes (1999) conduct a longitudinal study regarding the 

effectiveness of using different subtitles on vocabulary acquisition for younger learners (12 years 

or less). After running the experiment on 246 Dutch children, Koolstra and Beentjes find that using 

L1 subtitles had a significant effect on their participants, resulting in higher vocabulary recognition 

and acquisition. In the same vein, Bianchi and Ciabattoni (2008) study the influence of L1 subtitles 

on 85 adult Italian participants. A post-test was carried out one week after the experiment had 

finished and they find that vocabulary recall ability developed with both L1 and L2 subtitle groups, 

yet the L1 subtitle group scored higher.  

 

One of the crucial elements in L1 subtitles is that learners would have more comprehensible 

input: they process the meaning of the word in context as well as having the translation of the word 

into their native language. Thus, the writer argues here that this type of exposure will push the 

input increasingly towards “i+1” theory (Krashen, 1985). Hence, learners will have higher input 

coverage, with the help of the translation, and there will be a slight moderate chance left for 

development; i.e. acquisition. Another key advantage in using L1 subtitles is to prevent inaccurate 

translation of the new words in the target language and as such, learners will be more engaged 

with the material and will not lose interest because of a lack of comprehension (Mitterer & 

McQueen, 2009). Yet, L2 subtitles do have some strengths and weaknesses. Hence, I will focus 

on these in more detail in the following section. 

 

Focusing on L2 subtitle 

L2 subtitles, also known as “intralingual” subtitles, display the transcription of the film’s 

dialogue on the screen, in writing. Originally, the intralingual subtitle is intended as a service for 

deaf native speakers and that is why it is an available option in the vast majority of movies and 

films today (Rodgers, 2013). Yet, it has long been used as a language-learning tool in language 

classes. Thus, one of the advantages in using L2 subtitles is helping learners to link the spoken 

word with its written form, working as “hearing aid” (Danan, 2004). Additionally, Danan, as well 

as Markham and Peter (2003), affirm that L2 subtitles are more effective for language learners 

with a high proficiency level in the second language. Furthermore, they claim that for the 

successful use of L2 subtitles, learners need sharper listening skills and faster reading ability.  

 

However, Baltova’s (1999) finding refutes this claim. He conducted an experiment on 93 

French speakers studying English as a foreign language at beginners’ level. Baltova finds that 

learners who were exposed to L2 subtitles performed better than those who were exposed to L1 

subtitles in the comprehension questions and gap-fill test, indicating a better vocabulary recall rate. 

As both groups were at the same language level, there is not any effect of language proficiency on 

learners’ performance.  

 

Nevertheless, the influence of the language proficiency factor fluctuates between different 

studies. For instance, Guichon and McLornan (2008) study 40 intermediate French learners of 
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English. Participants were tasked to write a summary in English, along with their notes, after 

viewing a recording of BBC news. The group who had L2 subtitles as part of the treatment scored 

higher, whereas the L1 group reported that they were distracted because of the interference of 

meanings when they read the translation; i.e. the L1 subtitle. However, this type of distractions 

while using L1 subtitle, to the writer’s knowledge, have not been discussed before. Hence, this 

raises a robust topic for further analysis, turning the focus not on the positive side of translation, 

as mentioned in the previous section, but on possible negative consequences of using translation 

in learning vocabulary through watching movies.  

 

Another longitudinal study conducted by Hayati and Mohamadi (2011) investigates the 

effect of using subtitled video in three different situations amongst 90 Iranian English language 

learners. After six weeks of exposure to video clips, the first group, who used English subtitles, 

achieved the highest marks in a comprehension test, followed by the Persian subtitle group; the 

group who used no subtitles achieved the lowest marks. Another scientific study by Frumuselu, 

Maeyer, Donche and Plana (2015), tested 40 university undergraduates from different ethnicities 

and different proficiency levels studying for an English degree in Spain. In this study, participants 

were assigned randomly to L1 or L2 subtitle groups and the experiment lasted for 7 weeks. The 

authors conclude that intralingual subtitles are more beneficial and learners acquire more 

vocabulary.  

 

In addition, Stewart and Pertusa (2004) point out that participants were more confident in 

recalling new vocabulary after exposure to L2 subtitles because they were able to hear the spoken 

words and read it in written form. With this point in mind, we could claim that vocabulary 

pronunciation may be better developed using L2 subtitles. Further, learners will therefore have 

more confidence in using new vocabulary in their interlanguage. Moreover, d’Ydewalle and De 

Bruyker (2007) state that reading the subtitles does not interfere with paying attention while 

watching visual performance on the screen since reading is a compulsory behaviour. This finding 

is in line with Borrás and Lafayette (1994) and Vanderplank’s (1988) studies which show that 

reading and listening co-occur as the viewer processes the subtitle. Consequently, Bird and 

Williams (2002) expand on this theory, emphasising that not only is the reading processed 

automatically but also the listening. However, we could look at this automatic processing of 

simultaneous listening and reading as a type of repetition. Based on this, someone may claim that 

learners have used two channels to process the word or that they process the word twice: hence, 

repetition does influence word recognition and this angle will be discussed next.   Focusing on 

vocabulary repetition 

 

Focusing on vocabulary repetition 

Clearly, the superiority of visual materials has inspired many researchers, as discussed in 

the previous two sections, to investigate how to make L2 movies more beneficial for language 

learners. However, this debate between the two perspectives has made me believe that the 

emphasis should not be on the L1 subtitles nor the L2 subtitles, but on the repetition of new 

vocabulary. The comparison between L1 and L2 subtitles and the role of repetition has not been 

discussed together, as in this article. Hence, due to the lack of resources concerning this particular 

perspective, I will discuss studies that use vocabulary repetition as part of their subtitle experiments 
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and will try to dig deeply to explore the influence of repetition on participants watching visual 

materials.  

 

Frankly, for incidental vocabulary acquisition, learners need a large amount of enjoyable 

input that provides repeated encounters over time (Nation, 2001; Schmitt,2008). Thus, we could 

apply this principle to watching movies and claim that repeating the exposure would help learners 

to understand the input more deeply and will result in better vocabulary acquisition. Rodgers 

(2013) rightly points out that lengthier visual material, such as TV episodes that last for months, 

usually have related storylines, repeated scenes and recurring characters, could lead to better 

vocabulary acquisition. The more learners see episodes of a particular programme, the more 

vocabulary they gain (Webb & Rodgers, 2009a). Although Webb and Rodgers did not highlight 

the role of repeating the exact material to the learner, they valued learners’ familiarity with the 

input for better vocabulary learning. Moreover, Webb (2008) states that unknown words with 

repeated encounters in context are more likely to be learned. From this particular point, repeating 

the film is really more crucial than providing the subtitle.  

 

However, over the years no definite amount of vocabulary repetition has been agreed upon 

to guarantee a full acquisition of different vocabulary knowledge (Rodgers, 2013). Also, the vast 

majority of studies that look at the role of vocabulary repetition were conducted based on reading 

activities. For instance, Horst, Cobb and Meara (1998) state that at least eight or more repetitions 

of a target vocabulary in a written text are essential for incidental acquisition. Rott (1999) states 

six times, Waring and Takaki (2003) 20 to 30 times, Webb (2007) 10 times, Pellicer-Sánchez and 

Schmitt (2010) five to eight times when learning begins and 10 to 17 to strengthen this learning.  

 

This will lead us to interpret the variations in numbers due to the fact that the required 

repetition of different vocabulary knowledge in different modes of input may vary (Laufer & 

Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). Although these results may or may not be applicable for vocabulary 

acquisition through watching movies, they give us a general idea regarding the amount of 

repetition needed for vocabulary acquisition. Therefore, my claim is to take the analysis a step 

further and look at subtitles as a form of repetition. Garza (1991), for instance, divided his 

participants into two groups: one used captions; i.e. L2 subtitles and one employed no captions. 

The video in each group was played twice. The result revealed that the captions group scored 

significantly higher in the comprehension test than the group without captions. Thus, I would argue 

that, after playing the video twice, the caption group benefited more from the repetition because 

they also encountered the subtitles.  

 

To clarify, the caption group encountered the new vocabulary 4 times: 2 from hearing the 

soundtrack and 2 from reading the subtitle, while the no-caption group processed the vocabulary 

only twice from hearing the soundtrack. This result is in line with those discovered in Yoshino, 

Kano and Akahori’s (2000) experiment: their groups were divided in a similar way to Garza’s 

experiment (1991) and they also find the same result. Winke, Gass and Sydorenko (2010) reach 

the same conclusion, reporting the superiority of using subtitles in watching movies. On the other 

hand this repetition has some negative consequences: students might lose their interest and as a 

result, the activity becomes boring and time consuming (Goh, 2008). Thus, recommendation for 
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language teachers on how to effectively use repetition when learners watch L2 movies, as well as 

the role of L1 and L2 subtitles, will be proposed in the following section. 

 

Recommendation  

After evaluating the effectiveness of implementing different methods to enhance 

vocabulary learning while watching visual material, a general recommendation could be proposed 

in order to improve the situation for L2 learners. The recommendation will address Arab L2 

learners of English, in particular, yet it could also be used elsewhere since learning through movies 

is a common practice worldwide (Aloqaili, 2014). During the writer’s experience as an English 

language learner for seven years, in Saudi Arabia, and as an English instructor for another four 

years, he has encountered English language learners who were successful in their learning and 

others who were not. Referring those successful learners to this paper’s earlier discussion, the 

writer could depict a map that may significantly optimise the process of vocabulary acquisition 

through watching movies. 

 

First and foremost, learners must aim to watch what is appropriate for their interlanguage 

level. Teachers should be aware that the aim behind watching movies in the target language is to 

have a comprehensible input that offers a chance for learning “i+1” (Krashen, 1985). Moreover, 

learners should be encouraged to use a subtitle despite their level in the language, as this will 

provide extra repetition to the process. However, any type of subtitle is beneficial, yet their most 

crucial aspect is to support the input: thus, L1 subtitles are preferred for low proficiency since they 

explain the input by using the translation. L1 subtitles aim to facilitate learners’ understanding by 

preventing inaccurate meaning of the new vocabulary. Thus, learners will be more engaged with 

what they watch and as a result, they will immerse themselves into further watching (Mitterer & 

McQueen, 2009). For advanced learners, however, the L2 subtitles are recommended, as the 

learners already understand most of the input (Danan, 2004).  

  

Moreover, the bedrock in learning from visual material, I would argue, is to encounter 

regular repetition of the target words. Hence, teachers should aim to select movies that come in 

series or chapters because many scenes and words will reoccur throughout the movie (Rodgers, 

2013). However, the short cut to improve learners’ familiarity with visual material is not only 

through watching episodes of a particular programme for a long time, but to repeat the same 

material multiple times so learners will definitely be more familiar with the input. This repetition 

of movies would have a significant impact on learners, more than consulting a particular type of 

subtitle. The more a teacher replays the movie, the better for vocabulary acquisition: this repetition 

should be accompanied with subtitles to suit learners’ levels, although the aim here is also to 

provide extra repetition.  

 

However, playing the same movie several times can be an obstacle in language classes 

because students might refuse to repeatedly watch the same film (Goh, 2008). Thus, teachers could 

improve the situation by introducing different activities for each repetition (e.g. the first time 

should be watching only; the second time, students need to write all the sentences in the movie 

that start with “He”; for the third time the students’ task is to count how many sentences are 

mentioned in the past perfect tense; the fourth time could be a competition between students 

regarding who can write more vocabulary appeared in the movie, etc.). The aim is to help students 
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to watch the movie several times as a meaningful experience. As there are few resources 

concerning how many times students should watch a movie for vocabulary acquisition, the 

researcher concludes that the more the better, as long as the learner enjoys watching the input.   

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this paper has investigated the effect of L1 subtitles, L2 subtitles and the role of 

repetition in film watching, reaching the notion it is not the type of subtitles that benefit learners 

but word repetition. To acquire new vocabulary, learners should have input that should be repeated. 

The repetition should be comprehensible and to reach a comperhensible input, subtitles could be 

then considered. Since there has been a shortage of studies looking at movies in the interests of 

word repetition and, to the writer’s knowledge, there are not any in the Arab context, result from 

this paper cannot be generalised. Nonetheless, the result could form a starting point in this area 

and more approaches looking at the role of repetition in movies could be further discussed in the 

future. 
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