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Abstract 
This study explores the impact of various subtitling modes on the comprehension and 
vocabulary acquisition of secondary school students in China, a crucial yet 
underexamined area in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education. Subtitling, as an 
instructional support, plays a pivotal role in non-native environments by bridging 
language gaps and enhancing learning engagement. The modes analyzed include no 
subtitles, Chinese subtitles, English subtitles, and bilingual subtitles. A qualitative 
methodology, involving interviews with five Chinese EFL teachers, assessed their 
perceptions of these modes. Results suggest that bilingual subtitles most effectively 
enhance comprehension and vocabulary learning due to their convenience. English 
subtitles, while promoting deeper engagement with the language, encourage authentic 
comprehension and proactive vocabulary exploration. Chinese subtitles, though 
immediately clarifying, were less effective in supporting long-term vocabulary retention. 
Absence of subtitles was least effective, often resulting in disengagement among 
learners with moderate English skills. The study underscores the influence of learner 
proficiency and autonomy on subtitle effectiveness, offering insights for optimizing 
subtitle use in language education. 

Keywords  
English comprehension; Subtitles; Vocabulary acquisition; EFL in China; Educational 
technology. 

1. Introduction 

Subtitles, often seen as a simple educational tool, are crucial in the realm of language learning, 
particularly in environments where English is taught as a foreign language (EFL). Research 
spanning several decades has consistently highlighted the profound impact of subtitling on 
enhancing language comprehension and vocabulary acquisition among learners. With the 
advent of digital media, the dynamic interaction between visual text and auditory input has 
become an increasingly important aspect of language education. Studies have explored various 
dimensions of subtitling, such as the cognitive load imposed by different subtitling modes and 
their effects on the retention and recall of vocabulary. Pioneering studies such as those by 
Branch (2014), Saree (2016), and Alabsi (2020) highlight the growing utilization of such 
technologies to facilitate language comprehension and engagement. Furthermore, the 
emphasis on English language education in non-English speaking regions, particularly in Asia, 
has spurred the development of various technological aids to support EFL learning. These 
include not only subtitled videos but also comprehensive English learning applications and 
other technological devices that have been integrated into English instruction, as documented 
by researchers like Lwo & Lin (2012), C. Hsu et al. (2013), Wang & Wu (2014), Li (2016), 
Mardani & Najmabadi (2016), and Pratama et al. (2021). 
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This study builds on previous research by delving deeper into the specific impacts of four 
distinct subtitling modes-no subtitles, Chinese subtitles, English subtitles, and bilingual 
subtitles-on secondary school students’ English comprehension. Each of these modes offers 
unique advantages and presents specific challenges that can significantly influence a learner's 
engagement with the language and, consequently, their learning outcomes. For example, while 
the absence of subtitles may encourage more focused listening and deeper language processing, 
it can also pose significant challenges for students with lower proficiency, potentially leading 
to disengagement or misunderstanding (Lwo & Lin, 2012; C. Hsu et al., 2013; Wang & Wu, 
2014.). Furthermore, the use of bilingual subtitles might aid comprehension immediately but 
could also hinder the development of autonomous language skills if learners rely too heavily on 
their native language. Thus, this study seeks to explore these nuances and provide empirical 
data on how these different subtitle modes affect language acquisition. By integrating insights 
from interviews with EFL teachers and thematic analysis of classroom observations, the 
research aims to offer a grounded perspective on the practical implications of subtitling in 
educational settings.  
Moreover, this investigation also considers the broader pedagogical strategies that involve 
subtitling. It critically examines how educators can effectively balance the use of subtitles to 
cater to diverse student needs without compromising the development of more advanced 
language skills. In doing so, it reflects on the potential for subtitles not just as a tool for 
immediate language comprehension, but as a strategic element in fostering long-term linguistic 
proficiency. (Li, 2016; Mardani & Najmabadi, 2016; Pratama et al., 2021). As we delve into the 
specific effects of no subtitles, Chinese subtitles, English subtitles, and bilingual subtitles in the 
forthcoming sections, our discussion will focus on drawing connections between empirical 
observations and theoretical insights from prior studies. This approach will help in formulating 
a nuanced understanding of the strategic use of subtitling in enhancing language learning, 
aiming to provide actionable recommendations for educators and curriculum developers in the 
field of EFL education. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Subtitles 
In previous scholarly works, the terminology used to describe various styles of presenting text 
on a screen has not been uniform. Subtitles generally are defined as on-screen texts that appear 
in the audience's native language, paired with an audio track in a second language. This 
definition contrasts with that of captions, which are on-screen texts presented in the same 
language as the accompanying soundtrack (Markham et al., 2001). Cordella (2007) further 
classifies subtitles into two categories: intralingual, where the text and audio are in the same 
language, and interlingual, where they are in different languages. Neves (2008) contends that, 
despite common usage, there is fundamentally no difference between the terms subtitling and 
captioning. However, a prevalent belief persists that distinguishes the two: captioning is 
primarily viewed as a support mechanism for individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing, 
whereas subtitling is often tailored for audiences who are hearing but may not understand the 
language of the audio track. This study acknowledges that the literature does not consistently 
apply these definitions; hence, for the purposes of this research, the term 'subtitles' will 
encompass all forms of on-screen text, regardless of the auditory condition or language 
alignment. 

2.2. English Comprehension 
Research has extensively documented the impact of subtitles on the enhancement of both 
listening and reading comprehension in second language learning. These two facets are crucial 
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in the overall language acquisition process. Listening comprehension involves the ability to 
understand spoken language, integrating both linguistic sounds and their meanings within a 
conversational context. This has been described as a dynamic process where the listener's 
cognitive faculties are engaged to interpret and internalize spoken words (Gilakjani & Sabouri, 
2016b). On the other hand, reading comprehension is characterized by the interaction between 
the reader and the text. It is not merely about decoding written symbols but involves a deeper 
engagement where the reader constructs meaning based on both the textual content and their 
pre-existing knowledge and insights (Gilakjani & Sabouri, 2016a). This cognitive interaction 
enables learners to assimilate new information, reflect on it, and incorporate it into their 
understanding. 
Defining English comprehension more broadly, it encompasses the recognition and 
interpretation of language at multiple levels: syntactic, lexical, pragmatic, and discourse. This 
multi-layered understanding implies that comprehension extends beyond mere word 
recognition to include the inference of meaning from complex structures and contexts (Ahmadi, 
2016). Moreover, the overall proficiency in English is often seen as an amalgamation of various 
skills, where comprehension is fundamental. It involves a spectrum of abilities from 
understanding basic vocabulary to grasping more complex grammatical structures and 
interpreting the nuances of factual and implied content within the language (Sawaki et al., 
2008). Influential factors in this process include familiarity with cultural nuances, structural 
knowledge of the language, the extent of vocabulary known, prior contextual knowledge, and 
the learner's attitude towards the material being studied. These elements collectively facilitate 
or hinder the comprehension process, highlighting the interdependence of language skills and 
cognitive engagement (Karimvand, 2011). 

2.3. Vocabulary Acquisition 
The acquisition of vocabulary is often highlighted as a cornerstone of developing effective 
communication skills and literacy, pivotal for second language proficiency. This critical element 
of language learning has been a focus among educators and scholars. Initial steps in the 
vocabulary learning process necessitate a clear understanding of what it means to 'know' a 
word. Milton (2009) suggests that word knowledge is commonly categorized into two types: 
receptive (or passive) knowledge and productive (or active) knowledge. This distinction is 
crucial as it delineates between merely recognizing words and being able to use them 
appropriately in context. Expanding on this framework, Webb and Nation (2012) argue that 
comprehensive word knowledge encompasses three primary aspects: the form, meaning, and 
use of a word. Each of these facets is extensively analyzed, recognizing that a holistic grasp of 
vocabulary extends beyond simple definitions. 
Further discourse in lexical studies introduces the concepts of vocabulary breadth and depth. 
Qian’s research, as referenced by Marzban and Hadipour (2012), delineates these dimensions 
where breadth pertains to the extent of vocabulary a person recognizes—the sheer number of 
words, and depth refers to a profound understanding of each word, including pronunciation, 
spelling, meanings, usage contexts, frequency of use, and collocational relationships with other 
words (Schmitt, 2014; Gass et al., 2020). Brezina and Gablasova (2015) assert that mastering 
vocabulary is an intricate endeavor. Learners must not only acquire a variety of lexical forms 
but also delve into the complex interplay of meanings and contextual uses associated with each 
term. Thus, effective vocabulary learning involves developing both the breadth and depth of 
language knowledge, equipping learners with the tools needed for fluent communication and 
comprehensive language use. 

2.4. Previous Findings on the Use of Subtitles in EFL Instruction 
Subtitles have been extensively studied within various ESL/EFL contexts, with the majority of 
research highlighting their beneficial role in enhancing vocabulary acquisition and listening 
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comprehension. However, alongside these positive effects, there are also noted drawbacks, 
particularly in relation to the type of subtitles used—whether they are in English or the 
learners' native language. This section will restructure the discussion to provide clearer 
insights into the specific arguments, supported by relevant studies. 
Vocabulary Enhancement through Subtitles The integration of English subtitles in EFL settings 
can significantly bolster vocabulary acquisition. This is mainly because subtitles allow learners 
to correlate the visual text with spoken words, facilitating quicker and more effective learning. 
Hayati and Mohmedi (2011) emphasize that this dual input of auditory and visual information 
helps solidify the learners’ understanding and retention of new vocabulary. Moreover, such 
subtitles support comprehension across both listening and reading dimensions, broadening the 
scope of learning. 
Potential Limitations of Subtitles on Listening Skills While subtitles can aid in vocabulary 
learning and overall comprehension, their presence might sometimes impede the development 
of pure listening skills. This is because learners may become overly reliant on textual cues, thus 
hindering their ability to process spoken language independently. It is crucial for instructional 
designers to consider these potential downsides when implementing subtitles in language 
learning curricula, ensuring a balanced approach that promotes comprehensive language skills 
development. This restructured approach provides a clearer understanding of how subtitles 
affect EFL learning, distinguishing between their advantages in vocabulary acquisition and 
potential challenges for listening comprehension. By organizing the content into specific 
thematic points with detailed explanations and supporting citations, the analysis becomes 
more accessible and logically coherent. 
The advantages of subtitles improving learners’ English comprehension have threefold. Firstly, 
with English subtitles students are able to have the opportunity to acquire vocabulary more 
easily and quickly by associating visual and aural forms of words (Hayati and Mohmedi, 2011). 
It is also indicated that the use of English subtitles can enhance the learners’ comprehension 
competence in listening and reading. Furthermore, it is easier for students to understand some 
feelings and expressions of foreign idioms, proverbs and slang under the different cultural 
context through the use of native language subtitles. Moreover, Black (2021) concludes that 
interlingual subtitles can help children develop decoding skills due to the subtitles allow them 
to improve word recognition. Jiang (2018) also argues the captions are more beneficial for EFL 
learners with lower English proficiency in facilitating English comprehension and serving as a 
shelter for them to consolidate this learning behavior. Subtitles in foreign language education 
may have unintended negative consequences on the long-term development of students' 
listening comprehension skills. Zanón (2006) argues that subtitles might serve as a distraction, 
impeding the improvement of listening proficiency as learners may become overly reliant on 
textual input rather than focusing on the spoken language. This dependency can create a 
comfort zone, making it challenging for learners to engage with language learning without the 
aid of text, potentially stunting their listening development. 
Hayati and Mohmedi (2011) further suggest that prolonged exposure to subtitles can lead to an 
excessive dependence on on-screen text. This reliance can shift the learner's focus away from 
actively engaging with the English language to simply following along with the subtitles. This 
shift might reduce the effectiveness of listening practices, as confirmed by Latifi et al. (2011), 
who observed that overreliance on subtitles does not favorably contribute to the enhancement 
of English listening skills. On the flip side, some studies indicate positive aspects of using 
subtitles. For instance, Fang et al. (2019) noted that subtitles can help expand learners’ 
vocabulary and improve their ability to use words in appropriate contexts. Peters (2019) 
supported this view by pointing out that on-screen texts facilitate the recognition and recall of 
words, enhancing vocabulary learning. However, researchers like Hulstijn (2003) and 
Vandergrift (2007) have argued that the absence of subtitles may better promote listening skills 
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and deeper linguistic knowledge, particularly in pronunciation aspects such as assimilation, 
elision, and resyllabification. 
Despite these benefits, the presence of subtitles can sometimes introduce errors in spelling or 
translation, leading to confusion and mistrust among students regarding the accuracy of the 
language presented (Suetrong, 2015). Furthermore, while the literature, including works by 
Kruger & Steyn (2013) and Vanderplank (2016), recognizes the significant influence of both 
target and native language subtitles on language education, the extent to which subtitled 
materials can effectively support the development of productive language skills remains 
underexplored. Moreover, most empirical studies face limitations such as brief experimental 
durations and small participant groups, which can undermine the reliability of their findings. 
Research is predominantly focused at the university level, with less attention given to how 
subtitles impact language learning at the elementary and secondary school levels. Particularly 
in Mainland China, there is a notable absence of systematic research exploring how different 
modes of subtitles influence English comprehension and vocabulary acquisition from the 
perspective of educators. 

2.5. Hypotheses 
This study aims to systematically assess how Chinese EFL teachers in secondary education 
perceive the effectiveness of four distinct modes of subtitling on English comprehension and 
vocabulary acquisition. These modes include subtitles in the target language (English), the first 
language (Chinese), bilingual subtitles, and no subtitles, providing insights into how subtitles 
can be optimally utilized in EFL classrooms to support language learning objectives. The 
following hypotheses guide the inquiry: 
Hypothesis 1: Teachers perceive that the four different modes of subtitling variably impact 
English comprehension. 
This hypothesis explores the extent to which each mode of subtitling facilitates or hinders the 
understanding of English among students. It considers whether certain modes are more 
conducive to comprehension, especially in terms of contextualizing vocabulary and 
grammatical structures within the audio-visual content. 
Hypothesis 2: Teachers perceive distinct effects of the four types of subtitles on vocabulary 
acquisition. 
This hypothesis examines teachers' perceptions of how subtitles in English, Chinese, both 
languages, or the absence of subtitles affect students’ ability to acquire new vocabulary. It 
investigates whether direct exposure to English subtitles, for example, leads to better retention 
and usage of new words compared to other subtitling modes. 
Hypothesis 3: Teachers advocate the use of specific modes of subtitling to enhance their 
students' learning. 
This hypothesis addresses whether teachers prefer to use any particular subtitling mode over 
others in their instructional practices. It also explores the reasons behind their preferences, 
such as increased engagement, improved comprehension, or more effective vocabulary 
acquisition. 

3. Methodology 

This qualitative study engaged five Chinese EFL teachers from private educational institutions 
in Shanghai and Zhejiang, focusing on secondary education. The participants were selected 
based on their extensive experience and keen interest in the research topic. Participation was 
contingent upon their informed consent, detailed in the Participant Information Sheet and 
formalized with a Consent Form. 
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3.1. Participant Demographics 
The participants comprised five female EFL teachers with varying years of teaching experience 
ranging from 2 to 10 years, all of whom have utilized subtitle instruction in their teaching 
practices. Detailed demographic data initially intended for presentation in Table 1 is 
summarized in the text to maintain confidentiality and streamline data presentation. Group A: 
Represents newer teachers with initial experience in using subtitles; Group B: Comprises 
teachers with moderate experience, fully comfortable using various subtitling modes; Group C: 
Includes the most experienced teachers, with a mix in subtitle usage reflecting varying 
pedagogical approaches. 
 

Table 1. Demographic information of participants. 
Group Number of 

Teachers 
Gender Teaching 

Experience 
Teaching in 

China 
Target Age 

Group 
Experience 

with Subtitles 

Group 
A 

10 Female 2-4 years Yes Secondary Yes 

Group 
B 

15 Female 5-7 years Yes Secondary Yes 

Group 
C 

25 Female 8-10 years Yes Secondary Mixed (Yes and 
No) 

3.2. Data Collection 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather insights into teachers’ perceptions of 
different subtitle modes on English comprehension and vocabulary acquisition. These 
interviews, lasting between 15-30 minutes, were held via MS Teams, recorded with consent, 
and conducted in Chinese to ensure clarity and comfort for the participants. The interview 
protocol provided a structure that included key questions and prompts for participants. 

3.3. Transcription of Data 
Interviews were transcribed using MS Teams’ transcription feature, and the accuracy of these 
transcripts was verified by the researcher Davidson (2009). Translations from Chinese to 
English were performed using Youdao Translator, ensuring that the translations maintained 
the original meanings and adhered to confidentiality standards. One of the reasons to select this 
website is that it owns a high reputation in China on account of the considerable efficient and 
accurate translation. Moreover, regarding the concern about the protection of translated 
content, the privacy policy of this website states that the personal information security is taken 
for priority based on the requirements of national laws and regulations. In addition, twofold 
needed attention when making English translations of interview transcripts. One is to compare 
the English translation with the original Chinese transcript to check whether the meanings are 
clear and understandable enough; the other is to check whether the meaning are the same with 
Chinese texts. 

3.4. Data Analysis 
Data was analyzed using thematic analysis facilitated by NVivo 12 software. The analysis 
involved identifying and reporting patterns within the data related to the impact of subtitles on 
language learning. Thematic analysis (TA) is a widely used qualitative analytic approach on the 
way of ‘identifying, analysing and reporting themes within data’ (Braun & Clarke, 2008, p. 79). 
The theme refers to extracting the important information from some data items relevant to the 
research question and representing some degree of patterned response or meaning under the 
data set. Hence, the researcher’s judgement plays a significant role in the determination of what 
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a theme is (Braun & Clarke, 2008). Basically, the process of TA involves three stages that are 
data engagement, coding, and theme development. It is further mentioned that coding is the 
essential component for the theme construction, in which the objectiveness and unbiasedness 
of codes may be of core concerns (Braun & Clarke, 2020).  
With respect to thematic analysis in this study, the analytic work was conducted in NVivo12 
software. With the English transcripts of five participants’ interviews imported into NVivo12, 
the researcher started to make some codes. The number of initial coding reached 20 codes, 
which is related to different aspects of the relationship among subtitling modes, English 
comprehension and vocabulary acquisition. By reviewing and comparing these codes, certain 
themes of various degree in relation to research questions were identified.  

4. Results and Discussion  

4.1. Impact of Subtitling Modes on English Comprehension 

 
Figure 1. Teachers’ perception: the impact of four subtitling modes on English 

comprehension. 
 
Figure 1 presents a thematic map detailing how various subtitling modes influence English 
comprehension, based on teachers' insights. 
4.1.1. No Subtitles 
Teachers have noted that the absence of subtitles can significantly enhance the learning 
experience for students by fostering a more immersive engagement with authentic English 
content. Without the presence of textual cues, students are encouraged to rely on their existing 
linguistic competencies to navigate and comprehend the material. This subtitle-free 
environment is particularly beneficial for those with intermediate to advanced levels of English 
proficiency, as it demands a concentrated effort on listening skills and the comprehension of 
complex linguistic features. Engaging with content that lacks subtitles forces students to 
attentively listen and interpret spoken English, which can lead to a more nuanced 
understanding of the language's natural flow and nuances. This practice enhances their ability 
to discern subtle aspects of pronunciation, tone, and rhythm, which are crucial for effective 
communication. The focus on auditory cues alone helps in honing skills such as assimilation, 
where sounds or syllables are altered based on their phonetic environment; elision, which 
involves the omission of certain sounds in speech; and resyllabification, the process of 
reorganizing syllables across word boundaries (Hulstijn, 2003; Field, 2003; Vandergrift, 2007). 
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While this approach benefits advanced learners, it presents considerable challenges for those 
with lower English proficiency. Without subtitles, these students might find it difficult to follow 
along and fully understand the content. The absence of visual textual support means that they 
must rely heavily on their limited vocabulary and grammatical knowledge, which can lead to 
frustration and disengagement. This difficulty is compounded by the lack of immediate 
linguistic support to aid comprehension, potentially resulting in a reduced interest in the 
learning material. To mitigate these challenges, educators may consider using no subtitles 
selectively, based on the proficiency level of students and the complexity of the content. For 
lower proficiency learners, intermittent sessions without subtitles could be integrated with 
more supported viewing to gradually build their listening and comprehension skills. Such a 
balanced approach can help all students benefit from the immersive, authentic exposure to the 
language while ensuring they are not overwhelmed by the difficulty of the tasks. 
4.1.2. Chinese Subtitles 
Chinese subtitles are appreciated for their role in breaking down language barriers, allowing 
students to readily understand English content through direct translation. This immediate 
access to the meaning of words and phrases helps students feel more comfortable and confident 
as they engage with English-language media. By providing a straightforward translation, these 
subtitles can be particularly beneficial in a classroom setting where the primary objective is to 
ensure comprehension of the material presented. Despite their utility, Chinese subtitles may 
not effectively contribute to deeper learning of English linguistic structures. Students who rely 
solely on these subtitles may find themselves engaging less with the actual English language 
and more with its translated version. This can limit their exposure to the English language's 
unique grammatical and syntactical elements, which are crucial for becoming proficient in any 
language. The effectiveness of subtitles in teaching linguistic nuances like idioms and colloquial 
expressions is often compromised as translations may not accurately reflect the contextual 
meanings of such phrases (Napikul et al., 2018). 
The accuracy of translations in Chinese subtitles is a significant concern, particularly when 
dealing with English idioms, slang, and colloquial language that are culturally and contextually 
rich. Translators often face the challenge of providing an equivalent phrase in Chinese that 
maintains the original phrase's meaning, tone, and humor. Misinterpretations or overly literal 
translations can lead to misunderstandings, which not only detract from the learning 
experience but also potentially misinform about the language's actual usage. The use of Chinese 
subtitles should be strategically employed depending on the learning objectives and the 
students’ proficiency levels. For beginners, these subtitles can be an essential aid, helping them 
bridge the gap between their native language and English. However, as students progress, 
gradually phasing out Chinese subtitles and introducing more English-only segments could 
encourage deeper linguistic engagement and better retention of English language structures. 
4.1.3. English Subtitles 
English subtitles are highly valued for their ability to keep students focused on the English 
language itself, devoid of distractions that might come from native language translations. This 
approach immerses students directly in the language as spoken and written by native speakers, 
providing an authentic environment that mimics real-life English usage. The use of English 
subtitles enables students to connect spoken language with written text in real-time, which can 
significantly improve their language processing skills and auditory comprehension. One of the 
major advantages of English subtitles is the precision and authenticity they bring to language 
comprehension. Students have the opportunity to see the language as it is structurally and 
contextually used by native speakers, including the colloquialisms and idiomatic expressions 
that are often lost in translation. This direct exposure allows learners to develop their 
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interpretative skills, as they are not merely passive recipients of translated content but active 
participants in understanding and internalizing the language. 
The effectiveness of English subtitles, however, heavily depends on the learner’s existing 
English proficiency. For students with a solid foundation in English vocabulary and well-
developed listening skills, subtitles can be a powerful tool that complements their learning by 
providing clear visual reinforcement of spoken words. This can aid in better retention and 
understanding of the language nuances, which are critical for effective communication. 
Conversely, for learners who are still developing their English skills, particularly those with 
limited vocabulary and listening comprehension, English subtitles might pose a challenge. 
These students might struggle to keep up with the pace of spoken language and simultaneously 
process the textual information. This could potentially lead to a cognitive overload, where the 
student is unable to effectively learn from the subtitled material due to the high demands it 
places on their language processing capabilities. To maximize the benefits of English subtitles, 
educators might consider integrating this tool progressively. Starting with slower-paced videos 
or segments that use simpler language could help lower proficiency learners adjust to this 
learning style. As their comprehension improves, more complex videos with faster speech and 
more advanced vocabulary can be introduced. This gradual increase in difficulty helps build 
confidence and skills in a scaffolded manner, ensuring that students of all proficiency levels 
benefit from using English subtitles in their language learning journey. 
4.1.4. Bilingual Subtitles 
Bilingual subtitles serve as a valuable tool for students by facilitating the direct correlation 
between English phrases and their Chinese translations. This is particularly advantageous for 
expressions deeply embedded in cultural contexts, where understanding nuances and 
connotations can be challenging. By presenting both languages simultaneously, bilingual 
subtitles help students grasp complex English expressions more readily, making the acquisition 
of linguistic elements smoother and more intuitive. This subtitle mode is particularly effective 
in teaching language through cultural lenses. Students can see how certain phrases are used in 
different cultural scenarios, improving their cultural literacy alongside their language skills. 
This dual exposure helps in understanding not just the language itself, but also the way it 
interacts with cultural norms and practices, which is crucial for achieving fluency. 
However, the convenience of bilingual subtitles can also lead to dependency, particularly 
among less disciplined students. The presence of Chinese translations can tempt students to 
rely more on their native language, thereby diminishing their engagement with the English 
components of the dialogue. This over-reliance can impede the development of full English 
comprehension, as students might not feel compelled to understand the English audio when 
they can easily read the Chinese subtitles. Another significant challenge with bilingual subtitles 
is the potential for discrepancies between the English audio and the Chinese text. Translations 
might not always convey the exact meaning of the original language, leading to possible 
misunderstandings. These discrepancies can be particularly problematic when dealing with 
idiomatic expressions or slang, where literal translations do not effectively capture the 
intended meanings or nuances. Educators using bilingual subtitles must carefully consider 
when and how to employ this tool to maximize learning outcomes while minimizing 
dependency. It may be beneficial to use bilingual subtitles selectively, perhaps as an 
introductory tool or in complex linguistic situations where dual-language support can 
significantly aid comprehension. Over time, gradually reducing the reliance on Chinese subtitles 
can encourage deeper engagement with the English audio, fostering better listening skills and 
greater language proficiency. 
The use of subtitles in language learning varies significantly depending on the proficiency level 
of the learners and the specific educational goals. For intermediate to advanced learners, opting 
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for no subtitles can foster deeper engagement with the language, encouraging students to 
utilize their existing linguistic skills and enhancing their listening capabilities. This mode 
challenges students to improve through active listening and interpretation, thus providing a 
more immersive learning experience. In contrast, Chinese subtitles are particularly effective at 
the initial stages of learning, acting as a supportive tool that helps students overcome initial 
language barriers. This approach allows learners to build confidence as they understand and 
follow along with English content; however, educators are advised to gradually reduce the 
reliance on these translated subtitles to push students towards more direct interaction with the 
English language. English subtitles serve as an ideal aid for those who already possess a basic 
understanding of English, effectively bridging the gap between listening and reading 
comprehension. It is crucial, however, to carefully select content that matches the learners' 
language proficiency to prevent cognitive overload and ensure effective learning. Finally, 
bilingual subtitles can be extremely beneficial in explaining complex linguistic or cultural 
nuances, helping students correlate English phrases with their native language and enhancing 
their cultural and contextual understanding. Yet, they should be used sparingly to avoid 
fostering dependency on translations, instead promoting an autonomous and direct 
engagement with English. Each of these approaches has its benefits and limitations, and 
choosing the right one depends on the specific needs and skills of the learners. 

4.2. Effects of Subtitling Modes on Vocabulary Acquisition 
4.2.1. Impact on Vocabulary Size 
Understanding vocabulary acquisition involves considering how learners develop knowledge 
of word forms, meanings, and usage, and how they expand the size of their vocabulary (Brezina 
& Gablasova, 2015). This section explores how different subtitling modes influence these 
aspects of vocabulary learning. The impact of subtitling on vocabulary size varies significantly 
across different modes, as observed in the feedback from several educators. Subtitling can be 
an effective tool for vocabulary expansion, but its efficacy depends largely on the format used 
and the instructional context. Bilingual subtitles, which provide both English and Chinese 
translations concurrently, were highlighted for their practicality in classroom settings. 
Educators noted that this mode significantly reduces the cognitive load on students who are 
just beginning to learn English. By immediately presenting the meaning of words in a familiar 
language, bilingual subtitles can quickly expand the number of words a student understands 
and can recognize. This method is particularly beneficial for introducing technical vocabulary 
or phrases that are dense with cultural references, which might otherwise be inaccessible to 
students without extensive explanation. 
In contrast, English subtitles are valued for fostering a more active learning environment. 
Teachers reported that when students encounter English subtitles, they are more likely to 
engage with the material by pausing the video to look up unfamiliar words, thereby enhancing 
both their vocabulary size and depth of knowledge. This mode encourages learners to interact 
with new vocabulary in context, which not only aids in memorizing the words but also helps in 
understanding their use in different situations. This can be especially effective for intermediate 
to advanced students who need less linguistic support and more exposure to varied sentence 
structures and idiomatic expressions. While bilingual subtitles provide immediate 
comprehension, English subtitles challenge students to develop their research skills and 
linguistic independence. This approach can lead to a more sustained vocabulary retention as 
students are not just passively receiving information but are actively engaging with the 
language. It also promotes better pronunciation and listening skills as learners must rely on the 
audio input without the crutch of their native language. The choice of subtitling mode should 
therefore be aligned with educational goals and the specific needs of the student population. 
For instance, in mixed-ability classrooms, a combination of both methods might be employed 
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strategically: bilingual subtitles for complex content to ensure understanding and English 
subtitles for review sessions to enhance vocabulary retention and language skills. 
4.2.2. Mastery of Vocabulary Knowledge 
English subtitles are widely recognized among educators for enhancing the depth of vocabulary 
knowledge. This mode encourages learners to engage actively with the language, focusing on 
how English is naturally used in various contexts. By exposing students to the language in its 
authentic form, English subtitles help learners appreciate the nuances of word usage, including 
grammatical structures and colloquialisms. This intensive exposure is crucial for students to 
not only learn new words but also understand their applications, variations, and subtleties in 
different contexts. The use of English subtitles promotes active learning by requiring students 
to listen carefully and read simultaneously, effectively doubling their channels of language 
input. This dual engagement helps solidify their understanding as they can correlate the spoken 
words with their written forms. Furthermore, encountering vocabulary in real-life contexts 
within videos enhances retention and fosters a more comprehensive grasp of the language, 
including idiomatic expressions and slang that are often missed in traditional learning 
environments. 
Conversely, some educators have concerns regarding the use of Chinese subtitles. While they 
provide immediate understanding, there is a risk that they oversimplify or alter the complexity 
of English expressions. This can lead to a superficial understanding where students might 
recognize a word but fail to fully grasp its correct usage or nuances. Chinese subtitles might also 
prevent learners from fully engaging with the English audio, as they could become reliant on 
the text in their native language, thus missing out on important auditory learning opportunities. 
Educators emphasize that for true mastery of vocabulary, students must not only encounter 
words but engage with them critically. English subtitles support this process by compelling 
students to interpret language actively, enhancing their critical thinking skills as they analyze 
and infer meaning based on context. This active engagement is less likely with Chinese subtitles, 
which can provide immediate translations that bypass the need for deeper cognitive processing. 
To optimize vocabulary learning, educators might consider integrating both types of subtitles 
strategically throughout their curriculum. For example, introducing new content with English 
subtitles can challenge students, followed by occasional reviews with Chinese subtitles to 
ensure comprehension. Such a balanced approach can help mitigate the limitations of each 
mode while maximizing the educational benefits. 
4.2.3. Challenges and Limitation with Bilingual Subtitles and Subtitles in Vocabulary 

Learning  
Figure 2 presents a theme map that illustrates the impact of different subtitling modes on 
vocabulary acquisition, summarizing the nuances of how each mode supports or limits 
vocabulary development. Although bilingual subtitles are convenient for rapid understanding, 
they were noted to potentially inhibit full mastery of vocabulary usage, including phrase 
collocation and idiomatic expressions. The dual presentation might lead students to rely too 
heavily on the Chinese translation without fully engaging with the English expression, thus 
requiring ongoing study and practice to integrate new words into their active vocabulary. 
Despite the utility of subtitles in supporting vocabulary acquisition, teachers universally agreed 
that relying solely on subtitles is insufficient for achieving thorough vocabulary learning. 
Vocabulary acquisition is a multifaceted process that involves repeated exposure, practice, and 
active use, aspects that subtitles alone cannot fully provide. Educators emphasized the 
importance of traditional learning methods, such as direct instruction and contextual usage, to 
effectively learn and retain new vocabulary. 
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Figure 2. The impact of four subtitling modes on vocabulary acquisition. 

4.3. Teacher Recommendations on Subtitling Modes 
Teachers generally advocate for a strategic use of subtitling modes tailored to the English 
proficiency levels of secondary school students. The consensus is that bilingual subtitles serve 
as an effective auxiliary tool, especially for beginners or intermediate learners. This mode not 
only aids in understanding the general content but also helps students focus on specific English 
phrases and their meanings concurrently. A more nuanced strategy involves the sequential use 
of different subtitling modes within the learning process. One proposed method starts with 
Chinese subtitles to help students grasp the basic plot or content. This initial step is crucial for 
building confidence and comprehension without overwhelming students with language 
complexity. As students become familiar with the content, the strategy shifts to English 
subtitles. This transition encourages deeper engagement with the language, where students can 
focus on linguistic features such as grammar, vocabulary, and idiomatic expressions. Following 
this, bilingual subtitles are introduced to reinforce understanding, allowing students to verify 
their comprehension of specific terms and phrases against the Chinese translation. Finally, the 
removal of subtitles challenges students to rely solely on their listening skills and 
understanding of English, promoting both language retention and auditory comprehension. 
This phased approach not only enhances understanding and retention but also encourages 
active learning and self-assessment. 
Choosing the right subtitling mode is not a one-size-fits-all decision. It requires consideration 
of the learning objectives, the students' language proficiency, and their learning autonomy. The 
educational material itself must also be appropriate for the chosen subtitling strategy to be 
effective. Reflecting on the effectiveness of each subtitling type, it becomes evident that each 
has distinct impacts on different aspects of language acquisition. For instance, no subtitles 
might hinder initial comprehension but significantly boost vocabulary retention as students are 
forced to focus more intensively on listening. Conversely, Chinese subtitles might enhance 
immediate understanding but limit exposure to English structure and usage, potentially stalling 
advanced language acquisition. To better illustrate these nuances, a revised approach to 
assessing subtitling effectiveness might include a more detailed analysis rather than a binary 
positive/negative framework. For example, detailing specific benefits such as "enhances 
immediate comprehension" or "improves listening accuracy" and drawbacks like "may inhibit 
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vocabulary retention" or "limits exposure to English phonetics" would provide clearer guidance 
on when and how to use each subtitling mode. Besides, participants mentioned that before 
determining to use which type of subtitles, it was significant to choose appropriate English 
material based on learning objectives and English proficiency. The learning autonomy was a 
crucial factor as well. Table 2 briefly concludes how different types of subtitles may possibly 
affect English comprehension and vocabulary acquisition. 
 

Table 2. Detailed effects of subtitling types on English comprehension and vocabulary 
acquisition. 

Subtitling 
Type 

English Comprehension Vocabulary Acquisition 

No Subtitles Challenges: Requires higher proficiency; 
may hinder initial comprehension but 
fosters active listening and concentration. 

Advantages: Encourages students to focus 
more on auditory cues, enhancing retention 
and deeper vocabulary recall. 

Chinese 
Subtitles (L1) 

Advantages: Facilitates immediate 
understanding, suitable for beginners. 

Challenges: Limits exposure to English 
structure and usage, potentially stalling 
deeper linguistic development. 

English 
Subtitles (L2) 

Advantages: Enhances understanding of 
context and use in natural settings; 
provides direct exposure to English. 

Advantages: Promotes active learning 
through dictionary use and contextual 
comprehension; enhances retention of usage 
and context. 

Bilingual 
Subtitles 
(L1+L2) 

Advantages: Supports comprehension by 
clarifying difficult concepts and vocabulary 
through immediate translation. 

Advantages: Allows easy reference between 
languages, aiding in the initial acquisition of 
complex vocabulary and phrases.  

Challenges: May lead to over-reliance on 
native language, inhibiting full immersion in 
English. 

 
Table 2 critically assesses the impact of different subtitling modes on English comprehension 
and vocabulary acquisition. For advanced learners, the absence of subtitles promotes rigorous 
language practice, compelling students to enhance their listening and comprehension skills 
without relying on text, which can lead to superior long-term language retention. Conversely, 
Chinese subtitles provide essential support for beginners by ensuring content understanding, 
yet this assistance might hinder full immersion in English, potentially stalling progress toward 
achieving higher proficiency levels. English subtitles strike a delicate balance, exposing learners 
to the language within its authentic context, making it particularly beneficial for those at an 
intermediate level who aim to refine both their comprehension and vocabulary. Finally, 
bilingual subtitles are indispensable for navigating complex materials, facilitating immediate 
comprehension. However, there exists a necessity to gradually reduce dependency on native 
language translations, which encourages learners to delve deeper into English usage, enhancing 
their overall language mastery. This nuanced analysis underscores the importance of 
strategically selecting subtitling modes based on specific learning objectives and the 
proficiency levels of students, aiming to maximize educational outcomes while minimizing 
potential drawbacks. 

4.4. Implications for Pedagogical Practice  
The findings from this study provide actionable insights for EFL teachers in China, emphasizing 
the strategic use of subtitled English videos or movie clips to enhance language teaching. The 
inclusion of subtitles not only captivates students' attention, making lessons more engaging and 
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dynamic, but also introduces them to authentic English language materials, thereby enhancing 
their language proficiency. Effective instruction begins with the careful selection of English 
materials that align with the students' language proficiency levels. Teachers must consider the 
complexity of the content and the linguistic capabilities of their students to ensure that the 
materials are neither too challenging nor too simplistic. Following this, the choice of subtitle 
type should directly support the instructional objectives of the lesson: 
No Subtitles: This mode can be particularly entertaining and challenging, encouraging students 
to infer meanings and engage critically with the content, which can be a fun and interactive 
method of learning. 
Chinese Subtitles (L1): For beginners or when introducing complex new content, Chinese 
subtitles can provide immediate comprehension, ensuring that students grasp the main ideas 
without becoming overwhelmed by language barriers. 
English Subtitles (L2): More suited for students with higher English proficiency, this mode 
allows learners to see and hear English simultaneously, reinforcing their understanding and 
helping them to acquire new vocabulary and grammatical structures. 
Bilingual Subtitles (L1+L2): These can be used to clarify specific linguistic concepts or 
vocabulary, aiding in the comprehension of detailed and nuanced language use. 
A diversified approach, utilizing a combination of different subtitling modes, can be highly 
effective. For instance, starting a new topic with bilingual subtitles to ensure comprehension, 
transitioning to English subtitles to challenge students, and occasionally using no subtitles to 
assess understanding and listening skills, can provide a comprehensive learning experience. 
This method ensures that students are continually adapting and applying their language skills 
in varying contexts, which can significantly enhance their listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing capabilities. 

5. Conclusion 

This qualitative study explored the perceptions of Chinese EFL teachers regarding the impact 
of various subtitling modes on students' English comprehension and vocabulary acquisition. 
The findings indicate distinct effects associated with each subtitling mode: 
No Subtitles: This mode encourages students to focus intensely on the authentic English audio. 
However, students with lower proficiency may struggle to grasp the content, often relying on 
non-verbal cues such as facial expressions and background music to infer meaning. This 
method challenges students to enhance their listening skills but may not adequately support 
comprehension for all learners. 
Chinese Subtitles: Providing direct translations, Chinese subtitles facilitate immediate 
comprehension of the English material, which is particularly helpful for beginners. 
Nevertheless, the accuracy of these translations is critical as errors or cultural 
misrepresentations, especially in idioms and slang, can lead to misconceptions about the 
language. 
English Subtitles: By eliminating distractions from the native language, this mode helps 
students develop a personal understanding of the English content. It is most effective for 
intermediate learners who already have a substantial vocabulary base and can benefit from 
direct English exposure. 
Bilingual Subtitles: These are highly beneficial for quickly conveying the meaning of complex 
English content alongside corresponding Chinese translations, aiding in the initial 
comprehension and subsequent learning of English linguistic features. However, the dual-
language format may cause students, particularly those with less self-discipline, to focus 
predominantly on the Chinese text, potentially detracting from English language engagement. 
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The study also highlights the impact of subtitles on vocabulary acquisition. Modes like English 
and bilingual subtitles can facilitate learning by allowing students to access meanings easily, 
which is crucial for building vocabulary. However, reliance solely on subtitles without engaging 
in more comprehensive language practice may not suffice for thorough vocabulary mastery. 
Moreover, the research suggests that the choice of subtitling mode should be informed by 
students' individual English proficiency levels and learning styles. For advanced learners with 
strong autonomous learning skills, modes that challenge their language capabilities, such as 
English-only or no subtitles, are advisable. Conversely, for less proficient learners, a mixed 
approach utilizing all four modes might be more effective, catering to diverse needs and 
supporting gradual language development. Further research could employ a mixed-methods 
approach with a larger participant pool to better understand the combined effects of these 
subtitling modes. It is also recommended to extend the study over a longer period to assess the 
long-term impact of subtitles on language skills. Additionally, exploring the application of 
mixed subtitling strategies in different geographical and cultural contexts could provide deeper 
insights into their effectiveness across diverse EFL learning environments. 
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