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Abstract.The purpose of the present study was to examine the degree to which Japanese university
students incidentally acquire vocabulary from viewing captioned videos. Which condition, English captions
or no captions, does result in higher vocabulary acquisition? Results of data analysis revealed that English
captions can facilitate incidental vocabulary learning.
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1. Introduction
The amount of research on how second language learners increase their vocabulary through aural input
alone is limited.There are three studies that focus on incidental vocabulary learning through listening: aural
input alone in Toya (1992, cited in Vidal, 2003) and Vidal (2003), and through listening while reading in
Brown, Waring, andDonkaewbua, (2008). In summarizing the three previous studies, although listening
alone can be a resource for vocabulary learning (Vidal, 2003; Toya, 2004), recognizing words seems more
difficult than through reading (Brown et al., 2008). The few empirical studies focusing on Japanese students
(Brown et al., 2008; Toya, 2004)demonstrated difficulty in learning English. First, Japanese learners found it
difficult to learn vocabulary through listening alone (Brown et al., 2008). Second, the misunderstanding of
the words they do hear can jeopardize students’ vocabulary acquisition (Toya, 2004). Toya (2004) has
pointed out that in vocabulary learning solely from aural input, there is always a concern about the gap
between what words are actually said and what the learner actually interprets as being said. This leads to less
effective vocabulary learning for Japanese learners.Therefore, to make use of listening input as a more
effective tool for vocabulary learning, visual inputs such as images or captions, which visually provide the
opportunity for the learner to confirm what actually is being said, are needed to support vocabulary learning
for some learners who have difficulty in distinguishing aural input.
While a reasonable number of studies have investigated the relationship between captions and listening
comprehension (e.g. Baltova,1999; Danan, 1992; Garza, 1991; Guillory, 1998; Markham, Peter, & McCarthy,
2001), fewer studies have focused on how captions affect vocabulary learning. Whereas a significant
difference between English captions and no captions was found for vocabulary learning (Baltova, 1999;
Zarei, 2008), no significant effect of English captions was found (Neuman&Koskinen, 1992; Stewart
&Pertusa, 2004;Sydorenko, 2010;Yüksel&Tanriverdi, 2009).There are possible factors which cause the
contradictory findings. Combinations of audio and captions are one of the factors. There are several
combinations of audio and captions: L1 audio with L2 captions; L2 audio with L1 captions; L2 audio with
L2 captions. In addition, in the literature on vocabulary learning, researchers have studied a cross-section of
L2 learners ranging from beginner to advanced levels by utilising individual tests ranging from the
multiple-choice to translation tests mostly in written form (Baltova, 1999; Danan, 1992;Neuman&Koskinen,
1992; Stewart&Pertusa, 2004; Sydorenko, 2010; Yüksel&Tanriverdi 2009; Zarei, 2009).
Utilising measurement in written form from previous studies is problematic becauseit is not clear
whether captions enhance learners’ listening skills. We cannot determine whether the vocabulary listeners
were able to acquire is due solely to reading captions rather than the aural input (Markham, 1999). Only one
95

research study, to my knowledge, has been done on the effect of captions on students’ aural word recognition
skills and learning meanings of words for beginner learners of Russian (Sydorenko, 2010), but no study has
focused on aural word recognition skills and learning of meanings of words for Japanese students.

1.2. Research Questions
y Which modality (the use of L2 captions versus no captions) results in higher vocabulary acquisition,
as measured by vocabulary recognition?
y Can participants retain vocabulary learned for one week and does the use of L2 captions affect the
retention of vocabulary leaned?

2. Methodology
Forty-eight Japanese undergraduate and postgraduate university students agreed to volunteer for the
research and were randomly assigned to experiment and control groups.The participants’ subject major and
ages varied. As for the average age, the experiment and control groups were roughly equivalent.
Data was collected over three sessions during a three week period. Three VKS tests as pre-test, post-test1
and post-test2, were conducted in each session so as to assess participants improvement in vocabulary
recognition. As a treatment, participants viewed two different videos twice in fixed conditions, with captions
(CAP group) and no captions (NCAP group). In each condition, participants viewed two 7 minutes

videos, both cartoons, in English. These were: 1) a portion of the third episode from The Birthday
Machine: Disney's Little Einsteins (Little) DVD; and 2) a portion from Tinker Bell (Tinker), a Walt
Disney Video production.
In order to assess the participants’ vocabulary recognition levels, a modified version of the Vocabulary
Knowledge Scale (VKS), originally developed by Wesche and Paribakht (1996), was used as a pre-test to
measure the participants’ depth of knowledge of vocabulary. The researcher omitted the last two scales and
changed the wording, “seen” into “heard” because the VKS test was presented aurally:
y I have never heard this word before.
y I have heard this word but I don’t know the meaning.
y I have heard this word and know the meaning.
The VKS test was conducted immediately after the treatment then one week later. The tests were
presented aurally in order to assess the participants’ ability to recognize the words in aural form.

3. Results
3.1. Research Question One
There is a significant difference in post-test 1 of Little between CAP group and NCAP group while there
is no significant difference in post-test 1of Tinker between two groups. Table 1 summarizes the data for the
two caption modes and two videos at pre-test and the immediate post-test (Post-test1). Across all videos, the
mean scores are: the CAP group, 10.22; the NCAP group 8.67.
Table 1.Mean Scores for Two Videos by Two Conditions at Pre-test and Immediate Post-test

Video

CAP
Pre-test
Post-test1
Little n=48
7.73(1.00)
10.80(2.23)
Tinker n=48
7.31(1.05)
8.85(1.38)
All videosn=48
7.86(1.06)
10.22(2.18)
Note. Standard deviations are in parenthesis.

NCAP
Pre-test
8.05(1.13)
7.32(1.13)
7.31(1.07)

Post-test1
9.55(1.95)
8.45(1.50)
8.67(1.44)

A repeated measures ANOVA for the two groups in the three repeated tests for Little and Tinker were
carried out to determine if there were any significant differences between the scores across the three data
times by group. The results suggest a significant group effect: Little, (F (1.607, 73.917) =58.843, p=.000
<.05, partial eta squared=.561); Tinker (F (2, 92) =34.955, p=.000<.05, partial eta squared=.432). The
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sequential Bonferroni adjustment was applied for multiple comparisons. Table 2 presents the data for Little,
and Table 3 presents the data for Tinker.
Table 2.Between Group Comparisons for Little

Dependent
Variable
Pre-test
Post-test1

Group(l)
CAP
CAP

Group(J)
NCAP
NCAP

Mean Difference
(l-J)
-0.063
1.346*

Std.Error
0.312
0.605

Sig.
0.841
0.031*

Std.Error
0.312
0.412

Sig.
0.406
0.181

Table 3.Between Group Comparisons for Tinker

Dependent
Variable
Pre-test
Post-test1

Group(l)
CAP
CAP

Group(J)
NCAP
NCAP

Mean Difference
(l-J)
-0.262
0.559

3.2. Research Question Two
There was a significant difference between the CAP and the NCAP group on post-test 2 for Little, while
no significant difference was found between the CAP and the NCAP group on post-test 2 for Tinker.
Table 4. Retention Data by Caption Modes over the Two Test Periods

Video

With

captions

No

captions

Post-test1
Post-test2 Post-test1 Post-test2
Little 10.80(2.23) 10.77(1.84) 9.55(1.95) 9.60(1.33)
Tinker 8.85(1.38) 8.58(1.42) 8.45(1.50) 8.36(1.26)
Note. Standard deviations are in parenthesis.
As seen in Table 4, there is relatively little decay over a one-week period in the scores for the group CAP
and NCAP. The scores remain approximately the same regardless of the treatment. The data including
pre-test are also presented graphically in Figure 1 and 2.

Fig 1.Means for Littleover times (from pre-test to post-test2)

Fig 2.Means for Tinker over times (from pre-test to post-test 2)
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4. Discussion
In order to examine whether it is beneficial for learners who process extensive audio input, (top-down
-Nation, 2001), to also engage in bottom up processing by paying attention to captions in terms of learning
meanings of words, the number of participants who first misunderstood a target word as a familiar word on
the pre-test, but then noticed their mistakes subsequent to the viewing of one of the videos (signified by a
correct answer in post-test 1) were counted by groups. It shows that while many participants in the CAP
group noticed their mistakes, adjusted, and learned the meanings of the words (7 out of 10 in “bow” and 4
out of 10 in “flap”), only a few participants in the NCAP group noticed their mistakes and learned the
meanings of the words (2 out of 8 in “bow” and 1 out of 6 in “flap”). Therefore it can be argued that captions
can visually support students who have difficulty in distinguishing orally presented unknown words,
ultimately allowing them to distinguish the aurally presented word when they may have otherwise failed to
make the appropriate adjustment. This finding is crucial because a weakness in the ability to distinguish
words in aural input can hinder vocabulary learning for L2 students, which was reported in previous studies
on Japanese learners of English (Bonk,2000; Logan et al., 1991; Toya, 2004; 2005).

5.

Conclusion

The present study indicated that English captions canfacilitate vocabulary learning and the retention. In
addition, English captions can contribute to learning word meanings when learners may have otherwise
failed to understand appropriate meanings.
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