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ABSTRACT 

This study aims to explore the use of English subtitles in movies as a tool to enhance students‟ proficiency and reveal the 

correlation between the habit of watching movies with English subtitles and its contribution to improving speaking skills. 

A quantitative approach is employed which involves a total of 215 undergraduates in Malaysia. The primary data is 

gathered through a questionnaire and supported bya semi-structured interview to validate the findings. The questionnaire 

responses were analysed using the SPSS version 25 tool and 15 respondents‟ interview responses were categorized 

thematically. The study indicated that undergraduates benefited from subtitles as they increased their English vocabulary 

(M=3.74) as well as motivated them to learn English (M=3.71). Findings also revealed that English subtitles increased 

their level of confidence in developing speaking skills to communicate in English. The learners also found subtitling 

created an avenue for both enjoyable and educational, thus fulfilling the demands of the digital era. It is, therefore, 

recommended that language teachers include this teaching approach of using movies with English subtitles as a teaching 

tool in the classroom. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The English language plays an important role in broadening students‟ minds and developing their emotional skills. 

Having a good mastery of the language further helps them to improve their quality of life as they are provided better job 

opportunities. As a global language, English is useful in transportation, trade, banking, tourism, technology, diplomacy, 

and science [1, 2]. In the digital era, learning English not only can be learned in the classroom using traditional methods 

but also can be learned with the aid of technology. New improvements in technology and the Internet revolution have 

changed the ways students learn. The list of well-known styles includes open learning, distance learning, e-learning, and 

social media learning [3,4]. 

 

Subtitles are the captions displayed at the bottom of the screen, translated into a target language [5]. In general, they 

carry many functions such as understanding and following the speakers‟ original dialogue and comprehending the 

discursive aspects that emerge in the images, especially in the case of deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers. However now, 

we realise that subtitles are a component of multimedia technology that plays an important role in helping students in 

learning the English language. Subtitled movies contribute especially to the learning of language vocabulary hence, 

functioning as an important educational instrument. According to Arumugam, et al. [6] and Sadiku [7], in such 

conditions, vocabulary acquisition occurs spontaneously since the learners try to understand the content of the material 

by accessing spoken language that they are not fully acquainted with. 

 

Kanellopoulou et al. [8] revealed that authentic videos can be challenging for average students, but the use of 

subtitles enables them to remember better and contribute to better word recall and incidental vocabulary acquisition. 

They added that this is in line with Mayer‟s [9] cognitive theory of multimedia. The theory demonstrates how students 

learn from multimedia presentations, whereby they actively select and connect pieces of visual and verbal knowledge 

presentations [9]. The results from a study by Arumugam, et al [10], and Chang et al; [11] indicate that students can 

better integrate knowledge when the information is presented in both the visual and the auditory channels. The 

researchers shared that the internal mechanisms are triggered in learners when various sensorial channels (visual, 

auditory, and textual) coincide simultaneously on the screen and increase their cognitive engagement and motivation 

while learning a new language. The results revealed that the effects of watching captioned instructional videos are 

stronger on acquiring vocabulary and enhancing language proficiency than on content comprehension. [3,6] study on 

university students showed that using social media as well as subtitled movies [12] enhanced vocabulary learning and 

content comprehension. To further attest, a study by Birulés-Muntané and Soto-Faraco [13] revealed that there was an 

improvement in listening skills after watching the subtitled movie though there were no reliable differences in vocabulary 

acquisition. 
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Subtitles present a new practical approach to learning a language. Indeed, students learn a language faster with the 

help of subtitles. Vocabulary enhancements in the aid of subtitled films may take quite a long time but as the viewer 

encounters new words from time to time, they tend to enhance vocabulary skills as well as other skills [10,14]. Because 

movies can help to increase students‟ interest and motivation in learning a language, they are deemed effective [15]. In 

addition, Lewis [16] revealed that when one has trouble watching a movie without the presence of subtitles, subtitles can 

bring it back into that zone of proximal development where effective learning happens. This idea, derived from a concept 

in psychology and applied to learning states that, users of movie subtitles learn better when they are challenged with 

something that is beyond their comfort level [17]. Most people also prefer subtitled English movies or films because they 

want to practice English listening skills, as well as learn the correct spelling and pronunciation of difficult words [18]. 

 

Problem Statement 

Learning English as a second language is never easy, more so if students are learning English outside of an English-

speaking country [19, 20]. Hence, subtitles provide an effective and enjoyable method of learning a new language 

especially when learning the English language. Researchers have carried out surveys among undergraduates on the 

benefits of subtitles and how it helps them in learning English. Thus far, studies that use movie subtitles to improve 

students‟ language proficiency have been conducted in global settings [15, 21]. Khadidja and Manar [22], Thammineni 

[23], and Kusumarasdyati [24] for example have concentrated on the impact of subtitles on the mastery of the English 

language because they believe that movies expose people to the reality of language when it is used in authentic settings 

and in the cultural context in which the foreign language is spoken. They have also discovered that movies pique the 

learners' interest and boost their motivation to learn. Moreover, King [25] deems that employing subtitles can assist 

learners to pronounce words in varied situations and understand the theme of the film because they only contain the 

speakers' well-spoken words. 

 

Hence, having subtitles in movies allows the learner to both comprehend the topic and the language used by the 

characters in the film. Meanwhile in Malaysia, a few researchers [26, 27 & 28] have examined the use of movie subtitles 

to facilitate learners‟ understanding of the English language. Malaysia, being a multiracial country with diversified 

cultures, the lack of research within the local setting has influenced the present study to examine the impact of learning a 

language via subtitles. More specifically, the study aims to investigate how subtitles can be utilised as a tool in learning 

English in the classroom. In Malaysia, high importance has always been given to acquiring the English language, and 

having a good mastery of the language is seen as a priority in becoming a developed nation. The change in the teaching 

approaches has shifted present learners‟ preference in learning a new language from the more traditional chalk and talk 

method to learning using technology and multimedia [10,3,29,1]. 

 

Since subtitled movies and videos are components of multimedia that include the elements of aural, visual and 

textual [21], they stimulate interest among learners to learn the language in a more authentic context. Due to the change 

in learning preference, it is important that educators make their students‟ learning experience stimulating through 

subtitled movies. Therefore, this study aims to bridge the gap in this area by answering the following questions: 

 

1) How subtitles can be an effective tool to learn the English language? 

2) What are the students‟ perceptions of the use of movie subtitles in influencing their speaking skills? 

 

METHODOLOGY 
Asserted that integrating quantitative and qualitative approaches will further help to validate the quantitative data. 

Thus, this study employed a quantitative approach along with some qualitative input obtained through structured 

interviews with the respondents to validate quantitative data. A total of 215 undergraduates from Malaysian public and 

private universities participated in this study. There were 125 female and 90 male undergraduates respectively. The 

demographic profile indicates that 89.3% of the respondents are Malays followed by Chinese and Indians with both at 

3.3% while the rest represent other ethnic groups from Sabah and Sarawak. Also, 93.4% of the respondents are from 

public universities while 6.6% come from private universities.91% of the respondents were intheagerangeof19-

22yearsold while the rest indicated their age range was from 23-25yearsold.All the participants were enrolled in a 

compulsory language course at their institutions to improve their English language competency. The students had a 

minimum of two contact hours per week over 14 weeks. The total sample size for the interview was 15, comprising 6 

male and 9 female respondents (8Malays, 3 Chinese, 3 Indians, and 1 Sabahan). The participants ranged from19 -

22yearsold were interviewed based on their availability. 

 

Research Instruments 

The main instrument used in collecting the data for the research was an online questionnaire, which was distributed 

through URL links on messaging services such as Telegram and WhatsApp. A pilot test was conducted on 20 

respondents and the questionnaire was modified before it was distributed to the respondents. The research instrument was 
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pre-tested to enable the researchers to obtain feedback and to ensure the effectiveness of the interview plan [30]. The 

questionnaire consists of four parts; Part A provides the demographic profile of respondents; Part B was adapted from 

Zanón [31] paying attention to the effectiveness of subtitles as a learning tool while Part C explains the effectiveness of 

subtitles influencing students' speaking skills. The questionnaire data were analysed using descriptive analysis. 

 

In addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted through the telephone. The interview questions were adapted 

from Rafik-Galea et al. [32] and a total of 15 respondents were randomly selected and called, asking for personal views 

and their perception son learning English via subtitled movies. This is an effective method for collecting qualitative, 

open-ended data and exploring participant feelings and thoughts about a particular topic [33]. The semi-structured 

interviews were conducted after they had responded to the questionnaires and were audio-recorded. The interviews were 

conducted by a non-participant observer of the research team and each interview lasted for 12 to 15 minutes. The 

researchers had a duration of one month to obtain relevant data for the study. Participants‟ consent to quote their 

responses was obtained and all excerpts of the information were assigned pseudonyms R1–R215.The recorded interview 

responses were transcribed and analysed verbatim. In this study, the researchers view the semi-structured interview 

responses as retrospective reflections. Four researchers analysed the transcribed data using an open coding system. The 

researchers designed an interview schedule that allowed for consistency to ensure the reliability of the interviews. 

 

Theoretical explanation of learning English through multimedia 

This study relies on the cognitive theory of multimedia learning as the framework. The cognitive theory of 

multimedia learning supports the use of subtitled movies in language learning as learners are presented with visual and 

verbal components together [9]. In a multimedia environment, the material is presented in more than one format, such as 

in words and pictures [34]. In his multimedia principle, he believes that people can learn more intensely when they 

receive an explanation in words and pictures rather than words alone. Because multimedia involves two or more sensory 

systems (eyes and ears) to process incoming information, students are involved in deeper learning when key steps in the 

narration are signaled rather than non-signaled [35]. Learners then process the information (pictures and words) they see 

and hear through these signals. This is to say that, when learners watch movies along with subtitles, they have the 

capacity to absorb information better compared to only watching movies without the subtitles and this has proved to be 

effective in the learning of the English language, especially vocabulary. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Subtitles can be an effective tool in reinforcing second language learning 

Lewis [16] argued that shows with subtitles have become a learning platform as the zone of proximal development 

occurs and the viewers learn and internalize meanings and ideas from the subtitles. Learning English through movie 

subtitles is not only an easy option in the classroom but an effective method of learning as well [36]. As a valuable 

teaching aid, it is now regularly used by educators in the language classroom, and this has resulted in an increase of 

websites that provide the use of online educational videos. 

 

Table 1 illustrates the inclusion of subtitles in movies can benefit the students in improving their English language as 

compared to watching them without the subtitles. Generally, the mean is more than 3 for all eight items, which means the 

feedback was more positive than negative. Hence, it can be concluded that these students reported positive responses to 

exploring movies for language learning. The highest mean indicated in the table (M=3.74, SD=0. 535) shows that the 

respondents agree that the use of subtitles helps to build word recognition skills. 

 

Table 1: Subtitles Can Be an Effective Way to Reinforce Second Language Learning 

No. Item Mean Std Deviation 

1 Subtitles can help students develop word recognition skills. 3.74 0. 535 

2 Subtitles allow students to follow the plot easily. 3.73 0.568 

3 Watching videos with subtitles is one of the steps to developing motivation in 

learning English. 

3.71 0.629 

4 Students can learn to process text in a foreign language rapidly and improve rapid 

reading, by trying to keep up with the subtitles that accompany the dialogues. 

3.69 0.632 

5 Watching videos with subtitles helps to increase students‟ motivation in learning 

the English language. 

3.63 0.661 

6 Subtitles can motivate students to study English outside the classroom context, 

especially by watching movies on TV or at the cinema and listening to the original 

dialogues. 

3.62 0.779 

7 Captions can reinforce the understanding of English context-bound expressions. 3.60 0.896 

8 Subtitles can enhance students‟ concentration in following the story or events.  3.60 0.896 
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This finding is in line with a study done by Perez et al. [37], who indicated that the students who watched videos 

with subtitles outperformed those who watched videos without subtitles on word recognition. The majority of the 

respondents agreed that they can follow the plot easily with the presence of subtitles with a mean, M=3.73, SD=0.568. 

 

Next, the respondents agreed that watching videos with subtitles is one of the steps to developing motivation in 

learning English, which depicts a mean of M=3.71, SD=0.629. Moreover, subtitled videos are also able to increase 

students‟ motivation in learning English language items preferred with (M=3.63, SD=0.661). This concurs with 

Darmayanti et al. [38] findings that students believe, that using English movies with subtitles helps them learn English 

faster as the learning environment is more enjoyable and motivating. Similarly, an extensive study carried out in Turkey 

on the use of subtitles in language education, revealed that subtitles have positive contributions to language education 

and that they increase learner motivation in language education and support a multilingual environment. The study also 

revealed that learners prefer subtitles to dubbing translations when learning English as they find subtitled movies to be 

more beneficial and fun (EACEA, 2009/01, as cited in Okyayuz [39]. 

 

Movie subtitles help students to process text ina foreign language rapidly and improve rapid reading, to understand 

the dialogues (M=3.69, SD=0.632).In a study by Furaidah et al. [40], running sentences in subtitles that appear 

periodically is beneficial for students to train themselves to control their speed in reading. Many respondents (M=3.60, 

SD=0.896) felt that subtitle captions can reinforce the understanding of English context-bound expressions while 

(M=3.60, SD=0.896) agreed that subtitles can improve their concentration. Ebrahimi and Bazaee [41] too advocated that 

subtitles can strengthen the understanding of English context-bound expressions and they allow students to follow the 

story and events easily or in other words, to develop comprehension. 

 

Perceptions towards the use of movie subtitles in influencing students’ speaking skills 

Table 2 demonstrates how English subtitles facilitate students in expanding their vocabulary when learning English 

as a second language. 

 

Table 2: English Subtitles as Tools for Students in Expanding Second Language 

No Items Strongly 

Disagree        

% 

Disagree 

% 

Agree 

% 

Strongly 

Agree 

% 

Mean SD 

1 I learn new vocabulary from the subtitles 

in the movies. 

0.5 0.9 22.8 75.8 3.74 0.538 

2. English subtitles help me understand 

conversations in the movies better. 

 

- 

 

3.3 

 

20.5 

 

76.3 

 

3.73 

0.578 

3. Watching English movies with subtitles 

can be beneficial for English use in 

everyday life. 

 

- 

 

2.8 

 

24.7 

 

72.6 

 

3.70 

0.597 

4. I learn correct pronunciation through 

movies‟ subtitles. 

- 4.2 22.3 73.5 3.69 0.641 

5. English subtitles are good for teaching 

listening to students. 

- 2.8 31.2 66.0 3.63 0.681 

6. Motion pictures with captions in the 

movies help me understand the 

conversation better. 

 

- 

 

2.3 

 

33.0 

 

64.7 

 

3.62 

 

0.698 

7. English subtitled movies can improve 

my listening skills better than other 

English media normally used in class. 

 

- 

 

4.7 

 

28.4 

 

67.0 

 

3.62 

0.638 

8. I understand unfamiliar idioms, 

proverbs, and slang better. 

- 6.0 28.4 65.6 3.60 0.669 

9. I use new vocabulary in practice through 

movies. 

- 7.0 27.4 65.6 3.59 0. 758 

 

A total of 98.6% of respondents agreed that English subtitles allow them to learn new vocabulary from the movie 

subtitles. The item recorded the highest mean response (M=3.74, SD=0.538). Lestari [15] whose results from her 

experimental research, agreed that the English subtitles in movies were more effective in increasing students‟ vocabulary 

than viewing movies without subtitles. Megawati and Nuroh [42] further anchored that movie subtitles can help improve 

speaking abilities by empowering them with words and phrases. 

 

Using English subtitles can be beneficial for English use in everyday life (24.7% agreed and 72.6% strongly agreed) 

with a mean of M=3.70, SD=0.597. Not only were they able to understand the information better but also acquired new 
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vocabulary. Moreover, by watching movies they were able to hear and understand how the words were used in context 

hence, helping them to remember and memorize the sounds better. 

 

A total of 96.8% of respondents said that English subtitles helped them understand conversations in the movies 

better (76.3% strongly agree, 20.5% agree) and recorded the second-highest mean response (M=3.73, SD=0.578). 

Subtitles help students to follow the conversations, so they do not miss any words. When students feel more confident 

with their listening, they can watch the same movie again without subtitles [43]. 

 

Next, 95.8% stated that they learned correct pronunciation through subtitled movies (M=3.69, SD=0.641). Students 

can make great advances in their pronunciation by listening to what the actors are saying and simply repeating the words 

to themselves. 

 

Atac and Gunay‟s [44] findings are also consistent with this result. The respondents in their study also agreed that 

English subtitles help them to understand better most of the slang words, idioms, and proverbs used in the movie.   

 

Responses to the semi-structured interviews are grouped into four categories: learning the correct pronunciation, 

improving vocabulary, enhancing spelling, and improving communication skills. 

 

Learning Correct Pronunciation 

Most of the respondents agreed that watching English movies with subtitles can help them improve their 

pronunciation. R27 said that “I get to understand the meaning of the words and I learn to listen how to pronounce the 

certain words the correct way”. Besides, R49 also said that “I can know how to use a new accent or dialect with the 

correct pronunciation”. Similarly, R21agreed that movie subtitles aid incorrect pronunciation of new words and 

motivated him to watch Britishshowson Netflix such as „The Crown‟ and „The Gilded Age‟. He added that the subtitles 

helped him to understand the dialogues and the accents better. This finding is consistent with Yudar et al. [45] that 

students can improve their pronunciation when they listen to the correct pronunciation made by actors and actresses in 

movies. A study by Özgen [46] has similar findings where the Turkish undergraduates involved in the study agree that 

subtitled movies help them learn the correct pronunciation as well as accents and dialects, idioms, proverbs, and slang 

words in the target language. Syam et al. [47] shared a similar finding, revealing that imitating and practicing dialogues 

from the Harry Potter movies has a positive impact on developing British accent skills. 

 

Improving vocabulary 

R12 agreed that viewing any media with English subtitles improved her vocabulary and she has learned many new 

words from it. More than half of the respondents agreed that watching programs with English subtitles can improve their 

vocabulary. R51 said that “I learn new vocabulary and understand the meaning better when I watch any video, especially 

YouTube with English subtitles compared to the ones without subtitles”. Other than that, R3 said that “I can improve my 

knowledge because I know how to spell new words correctly”. R47 said she „picked up‟ many new words and 

expressions like „inconspicuously dressed‟ „passed with flying colours‟ and lift one‟s spirit‟ while watching subtitled 

movies, such as „The King‟s Speech‟ and „The Flight Before Christmas‟ on YouTube. She also said she was excited to 

learn them and was looking forward to using them in her English class. R82 also accorded the same feeling and said that 

“watching any media with English subtitles can improve my grammar and vocabulary to be used in my speaking and 

writing skill later”. This finding is similar to Nasution [48] who shared that there is a significant statistical effect and 

improvement in students‟ vocabulary acquisition when YouTube is used as a platform of learning. This is in line with 

Aidinlou [49] research that authentic subtitled video is effective in improving students' vocabulary, especially in long-

term retention. Similarly, Putra [50] in his study on the use of subtitled movies among undergraduates at Bandung 

University highlighted that all of the respondents agreed that subtitled movies or media can be an effective tool for 

learning new vocabulary. Thus, he concludes that "there is no doubt that video technology especially subtitled movies 

can be a powerful teaching tool to help students learn and acquire new vocabulary" (p.7). 

 

Enhancing Spelling 

Other than that, there were some respondents who indicated their agreement to watching media with English 

subtitles improved their spelling as they read the subtitles. R5, R68, and R91 said that by reading subtitles they have the 

spelling new words. R68 said she not only learned to use new words in the correct context but also learned the correct 

spelling of the words like “perennial‟, „culmination‟ etc. Another respondent, R52 admitted that learning new words via 

subtitled movies gave her the confidence to read and understand longer academic texts in English. A study by Metruk 

[51] shared a similar finding as to the current study, where it was found that using subtitles and captions when watching 

videos or television programs is a powerful instructional tool in relation to learning vocabulary and enhancing reading 

and listening comprehension skills for students. In addition, the findings of a study by Rokni and Ataee, [21] on the use 

of subtitled movies by Iranian students learning English as a foreign language reveal that the students strongly agree that 

subtitles help them in improving productive skills like recalling the words entirely and using them in the correct context. 
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Improving Communication skills 

Next, there were 12 respondents who felt that watching media with English subtitles improved their communication 

skills. R8 said that “I can learn and practice how native speakers speak in their daily conversations in the correct way” 

and R74stated that “I will talk to people around me in English and always try to use the words that I recently learned 

from the subtitle of the movie”. R18 said the new words or phrases she is exposed to enable her to cope better with the 

assignments given by her lecturers. Similarly, R29, said, “I can use many new words and expressions that I have learned 

from movie subtitles in my oral presentations and throughout my coursework to achieve better results”. This finding 

echoes Joseph [52] who advocated that watching visual media with subtitles can help students to improve their 

communication skills. 

 

To sum up, there are many positive responses from the undergraduates and many of them agreed that subtitles can 

give positive effects on vocabulary, pronunciation, and speaking skills. It cannot be denied that English subtitles can help 

students in learning the English language. In general, subtitles in movies can be an effective way to improve students‟ 

speaking skills. Furthermore, some respondents indicated that they applied their new knowledge related to 

communication skills by speaking proper English with their lecturers to ask any questions and admitted that English 

subtitles helped them tremendously to speak confidently during class presentations. 

 

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, English subtitles help undergraduates learn English better as they are aware of the benefits of 

watching movies with captions on. Most undergraduates agree that subtitles are an effective way to reinforce second 

language learning because English subtitles help them in terms of developing and increasing motivation in English 

learning. As attested by Anas and Zakaria [27], teachers appreciate the benefits that audio-visual materials provide to 

enhance a better language learning experience. Moreover, subtitles benefit students in terms of processing texts in the 

English language rapidly and improve rapid reading. 

 

The study also revealed that most undergraduates improved their vocabulary, pronunciation, and communication 

skills through the usage of subtitles while watching English movies. The findings show that the undergraduates agree that 

English subtitles help them to understand the dialogues and enable them to follow the flow of the movie better. In 

addition, many of them indicate that watching English movies with English subtitles enables them to learn the correct 

pronunciation of words. Correct pronunciation of words can create a good first impression and boost the confidence of 

students, which makes it even easier for them to communicate. 

 

Recommendations and Pedagogical Implications 

Some recommendations are made based on the findings of this study. English teachers need to move away from 

traditional teaching approaches and be open to alternative teaching methods. The use of movies and videos with subtitles 

can be an innovative, yet fun teaching tool used by them in the language classroom to improve the student‟s vocabulary, 

spelling, and pronunciation. 

 

In addition, English movies and videos with subtitles can be used as an alternative lesson during class. It is not only 

applied to tertiary level education but also applicable in primary and secondary school. The goal of this strategy is to 

encourage students to be active learners in class and to create a more positive learning environment. The movies need to 

be carefully selected and should come from official releases such as official Blu-ray discs or based on official streaming 

services and the correct English subtitles should come from a legal source to effectively apply the English subtitles in the 

learning process. 

 

In addition, since these movies and videos can be watched multiple times, new input can be reinforced faster with 

less effort in the classroom. Less proficient students can continue watching them at their own pace at home without using 

precious class time, giving teachers more time to focus on other learning activities and assessments in the classroom. 

 

In short, this study aims to encourage language teachers and educators to introduce subtitling in the language 

classroom because of the richness in opportunities this cutting-edge learning tool represents. The use of subtitles not only 

engages learners in fresh and motivating language tasks but also benefits them in many other ways, thus facilitating 

language and linguistic awareness. 
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