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ABSTRACT 

This study explores the impact of subtitled films on vocabulary acquisition, language 

proficiency, and academic engagement among Pakistani students learning English as a 

second language (ESL). A mixed-methods approach was employed, combining a quasi-

experimental design with pre- and post-tests for quantitative data and semi-structured 

interviews for qualitative insights. Forty O-level students from King's Own Institute, 

Vehari, were divided into an experimental group (n=20, viewing films with English 

subtitles) and a control group (n=20, without subtitles) over a 14-week intervention using 

thriller films. Post-test results showed significant vocabulary improvement in the 

experimental group (M = 3.69, SD = 2.89) compared to the control group (M = 2.99, SD 

= 0.62), with t-tests indicating statistical significance (p < 0.001). Interviews highlighted 

enhanced comprehension, pronunciation, cultural awareness, and motivation, though 

some students noted challenges like subtitle dependency. These findings suggest 

subtitled films are a powerful tool for ESL education, addressing traditional teaching 

limitations and fostering cross-cultural understanding. Recommendations include 

curriculum integration, teacher training, and localized multimedia resources. Limitations 

include the small sample size and short intervention duration, warranting further 

research. This study underscores subtitled films’ potential to transform educational 

dynamics in resource-constrained settings. 

Key words: Subtitled Films, Vocabulary Acquisition, Language Proficiency, Academic 
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Introduction 

Background and Context 

Vocabulary is the bedrock of language proficiency, enabling ESL learners to navigate 

reading, writing, listening, and speaking with confidence (Rao, 2019). In Pakistan, where 

English is a second language critical for academic and professional success, limited 

vocabulary poses a significant barrier, particularly for O-level students preparing for 

high-stakes Cambridge examinations (Leong & Ahmadi, 2017). Traditional teaching 

methods, prevalent at institutions like King's Own Institute in Vehari, rely on rote 

memorization, where students learn word lists with Urdu translations and practice 

sentence construction. This approach, while systematic, often fails to equip students with 

contextual understanding, leading to poor application in communicative tasks (Rao & 

Bensen, 2017).  

The Matric system, which dominates Pakistani education up to grade 10, emphasizes 

translation-based learning, suitable for basic proficiency but inadequate for the advanced 

linguistic demands of O-levels. Students are typically provided with extensive 
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vocabulary lists, memorize meanings in Urdu, and are assessed through definition recall 

and sentence formation. This method overlooks diverse learning styles, resulting in 

disengagement and limited retention (Kurt & Bensen, 2017). Moreover, Pakistan’s 

educational landscape faces challenges such as limited access to authentic English 

resources, inadequate teacher training in modern pedagogies, and cultural isolation, 

which restrict exposure to native-like language use and global perspectives (Oladunjoye, 

2017).  

 

Rationale for Using Films 

Films offer a dynamic alternative to traditional methods, immersing students in authentic 

linguistic and cultural contexts. By combining auditory, visual, and textual stimuli, films 

make vocabulary learning engaging and memorable (Andriano, 2019). Subtitled films, in 

particular, provide dual input—spoken dialogue and written text—enhancing 

comprehension and retention (Sadiku, 2018). This approach aligns with constructivist 

learning theories, where knowledge is built through active engagement with meaningful 

contexts (Vygotsky, 1978, as cited in Rao, 2019).  

Beyond vocabulary, films foster cross-cultural competence by exposing students to 

diverse narratives, idioms, and social contexts. In Pakistan, where access to global media 

is limited, films can bridge cultural gaps, promoting empathy and critical thinking across 

subjects like literature, history, and ethics (Bellalem et al., 2018). For instance, thriller 

films like "Now You See Me" introduce ethical dilemmas and complex dialogues, 

encouraging students to analyze themes and apply vocabulary in discussions.  

 

Research Gap and Objectives 

While global studies affirm films’ efficacy in ESL education, their application in 

Pakistan remains underexplored. Local curricula prioritize exam preparation over 

communicative competence, neglecting multimedia’s potential (Leong & Ahmadi, 2017). 

This study addresses this gap by investigating whether subtitled films enhance 

vocabulary acquisition among Pakistani O-level students and whether they outperform 

non-subtitled films. It also explores students’ perceptions of films as tools for language 

learning and broader academic inquiry, assessing their impact on engagement and cross-

disciplinary understanding.  

The research questions are:  

What role do subtitled films play in enhancing language proficiency and cross-cultural 

understanding among Pakistani students?  

How do subtitled films impact the language acquisition skills of Pakistani students in an 

educational setting?  

How do students perceive the use of subtitled films as a tool for fostering a deeper 

understanding of educational content in various subjects? 

 

Hypotheses and Ethical Considerations 

The study hypothesizes that: (1) subtitled films will yield greater vocabulary gains than 

non-subtitled films, and (2) students will report positive attitudes toward films, citing 

benefits like motivation, cultural exposure, and interdisciplinary learning. Ethical 

protocols included obtaining informed consent from participants and parents, ensuring 

voluntary participation, and anonymizing data to protect privacy, in line with institutional 

guidelines.  

This research contributes to pedagogical innovation in Pakistan, offering evidence-based 

strategies to enhance ESL education in resource-constrained settings. By integrating 
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multimedia, educators can address traditional method limitations, preparing students for 

global academic and professional challenges.  

 

 

Literature Review 

Theoretical Foundations of Vocabulary Acquisition 

Vocabulary acquisition in ESL contexts occurs through explicit and implicit strategies. 

Explicit instruction involves direct teaching of word meanings, often via flashcards, 

dictionaries, or word lists (Aditama & Solikhah, 2018). Implicit learning, conversely, 

relies on incidental exposure, where learners infer meanings from context, such as 

conversations, reading, or media (Arramany et al., 2017). Implicit methods align with 

sociocultural theories, emphasizing learner-driven knowledge construction through social 

interaction (Kurt & Bensen, 2017).  

In Pakistan, explicit methods dominate, with teachers providing Urdu translations and 

expecting rote memorization. This approach, while structured, often fails to foster 

communicative competence or address diverse learning styles (Leong & Ahmadi, 2017). 

Multimedia tools like films offer an implicit learning alternative, combining auditory, 

visual, and textual inputs to enhance retention and engagement (Ashcroft et al., 2018).  

 

Efficacy of Films in Language Learning 

Films are potent tools for ESL education, providing authentic language input through 

dialogues, accents, and cultural contexts (Rao, 2019). They simulate real-world 

communication, reducing anxiety and increasing motivation (Oladunjoye, 2017). Studies 

show that films enhance vocabulary by exposing learners to colloquial expressions and 

contextual usage, making abstract terms concrete (Andriano, 2019).  

Subtitled films amplify these benefits by linking spoken dialogue with text. Rodgers and 

Webb (2017) found that captioned videos improved word recall by providing dual 

sensory input. Similarly, Bellalem et al. (2018) reported that subtitles facilitated 

incidental learning, where learners acquired terms without deliberate effort. Andriano 

(2019) demonstrated that high school students viewing subtitled films outperformed 

peers without subtitles in vocabulary tests, attributing gains to textual reinforcement.  

Interlingual subtitles (e.g., English audio with Urdu text) further enhance retention, 

particularly when paired with teacher guidance (Sadiku, 2018). Subtitles also improve 

pronunciation and spelling, as learners associate sounds with written forms (Arramany et 

al., 2017). Beyond language, films foster cross-cultural competence by introducing 

diverse perspectives, which is crucial in Pakistan’s culturally isolated educational 

settings (Oladunjoye, 2017).  

 

Challenges of Subtitled Films 

Despite their benefits, subtitled films pose challenges. Cognitive overload may occur if 

learners struggle to process simultaneous auditory, visual, and textual inputs (Arramany 

et al., 2017). Beginners, in particular, may over-rely on subtitles, neglecting listening 

skills (Sadiku, 2018). Subtitle quality, pacing, and alignment with dialogue also affect 

efficacy, requiring careful material selection (Bellalem et al., 2018).  

In Pakistan, logistical barriers include limited classroom technology and teacher training. 

Many educators lack the skills to integrate multimedia effectively, and schools may not 

afford projectors or reliable internet (Rao & Bensen, 2017). Cultural resistance to non-

traditional methods further complicates adoption.  
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Cross-Disciplinary Benefits 

Films extend beyond language learning, enhancing understanding in subjects like 

literature, history, and social studies. For example, thriller films explore ethical 

dilemmas, encouraging critical analysis and discussion (Oladunjoye, 2017). This aligns 

with your interest in extending student learning tasks (July 27, 2025), as films can be 

used to design activities that test comprehension and application across disciplines. By 

integrating multimedia, educators can foster inquiry-based learning, making abstract 

concepts tangible and engaging.  

 

Research Gaps 

While global studies affirm subtitled films’ efficacy, their application in Pakistan is 

limited. Local research focuses on traditional methods, overlooking multimedia’s 

potential (Leong & Ahmadi, 2017). This study bridges this gap by testing subtitled films 

in a Pakistani ESL context, combining quantitative and qualitative data to provide a 

holistic view. It also explores cross-disciplinary impacts, addressing how films enhance 

academic inquiry beyond language classes.  

 

Research Methodology 

Research Design 

A mixed-methods approach was adopted to capture both empirical outcomes and 

subjective experiences (Riazi & Candlin, 2014). The quantitative component used a 

quasi-experimental design with pre- and post-tests to measure vocabulary acquisition. 

The qualitative component involved semi-structured interviews to explore student 

perceptions, attitudes, and interdisciplinary benefits (Handley et al., 2018). This design 

ensures a comprehensive understanding of the impact of subtitled films.  

 

Participants 

Forty O-level students (aged 14–16) from King's Own Institute, Vehari, were purposively 

selected for their focus on English proficiency, crucial for O-level success. Participants 

were randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=20, viewing films with English 

subtitles) and a control group (n=20, without subtitles). Baseline equivalence was 

confirmed through pre-testing to ensure fair comparison.  

 

Materials 

The films "Now You See Me" (2013) and "Now You See Me 2" (2016), directed by Jon 

M. Chu, were selected for their thriller genre, engaging adolescents, and rich in 

vocabulary relevant to O-level curricula (Netflix, 2017). The films feature complex 

dialogues and ethical themes, suitable for language and cross-disciplinary learning. 

Screenings used a laptop and projector, standard classroom equipment in resource-

limited settings.  

Pre- and post-tests comprised 15 vocabulary items (10 multiple-choice, five fill-in-the-

blank) derived from the films, targeting words like ―illusion,‖ ―heist,‖ and ―deception.‖ 

The tests were validated for reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82) and piloted with a 

separate group to ensure clarity.  

 

Procedure 

The intervention spanned 14 weeks, with weekly sessions of 90–120 minutes. Each 

session included:  

 



 

Dialogue Social Science Review (DSSR) 
www.thedssr.com 
 
ISSN Online: 3007-3154 
ISSN Print: 3007-3146 
 

Vol. 3 No. 9 (September) (2025)  

43  

Film Viewing: The experimental group watched with English subtitles, while the control 

group did not.  

 

Post-Viewing Activities: Discussions (20 minutes) focused on vocabulary usage and 

themes, followed by homework assignments requiring students to use target words in 

sentences and essays.  

 

Assessment: Pre-tests assessed initial knowledge, and post-tests measured gains after 14 

weeks. 

Ten students from the experimental group participated in post-intervention interviews. 

Four open-ended questions were explored:  

Preference for subtitled vs. non-subtitled films.  

Perceived vocabulary benefits.  

Advantages and drawbacks of non-subtitled viewing.  

Impact on understanding other subjects. 

Interviews, conducted in English, were recorded on an Android device (5–10 minutes 

each) and transcribed verbatim.  

 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS (Version 26). Descriptive statistics (means, 

standard deviations) summarized performance, while independent samples t-tests 

compared group differences at a 0.05 significance level. Qualitative data underwent 

thematic analysis, with two coders identifying themes like comprehension, motivation, 

and challenges. Inter-rater reliability (Cohen’s kappa = 0.85) ensured consistency.  

Ethical protocols included parental consent, voluntary participation, and data 

anonymization, adhering to COMSATS University’s ethical guidelines.  

 

Findings and Discussion 

Quantitative Findings 

Pre-test results confirmed no significant group differences (t(38) = 0.21, p = 0.51), with 

means of 2.93 (SD = 0.89) for the experimental group and 2.72 (SD = 0.49) for the 

control group, ensuring baseline equivalence.  

Post-test results showed improvement in both groups, but the experimental group 

significantly outperformed the control group (M = 3.69, SD = 2.89 vs. M = 2.99, SD = 

0.62; t(38) = 3.45, p < 0.001). The larger standard deviation in the experimental group 

suggests varied responses, possibly due to individual learning styles or subtitle 

engagement levels.  

 

Table 1 

Pre-Test Scores for Control and Experimental Groups  

Group N M SD 

Control 20 2.72 0.49 

Experimental 20 2.93 0.89 

Note. Independent samples t-test: p = 0.51. 
   

 

Table 2 

Post-Test Scores for Control and Experimental Groups  
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Group N M SD 

Control 20 2.99 0.62 

Experimental 20 3.69 2.89 

Note. Independent samples t-test: p < 0.001. 
   

 

These findings align with prior research, confirming subtitles’ role in enhancing 

vocabulary acquisition (Andriano, 2019; Sadiku, 2018). The experimental group’s 

superior performance suggests that textual reinforcement aids retention.  

 

 
 

This chart displays the mean vocabulary scores for both groups at the pre-test and post-

test stages, highlighting the experimental group’s greater improvement (from 2.93 to 

3.69) compared to the control group (from 2.72 to 2.99). The colors (blue for control, 

pink for experimental) are distinct for both light and dark themes, and the y-axis is set to 

a maximum of 5 for consistency with typical scoring scales. The chart visually supports 

the study’s finding that subtitled films significantly enhance vocabulary acquisition. 

 

Qualitative Findings 

Thematic analysis identified four key themes:  

 

Preference for Subtitles: Eight of ten respondents preferred subtitled films, citing 

improved comprehension and ease of following fast-paced dialogue. One student stated, 

―Subtitles help me understand words I cannot catch when actors babble.‖  

 

Vocabulary Benefits: Participants reported enhanced retention, pronunciation, and 

spelling. Subtitles provided contextual clues, making words like ―ruse‖ memorable 

through film scenarios.  
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Cultural and Interdisciplinary Learning: Students noted increased cultural awareness, 

with American slang and ethical themes sparking interest in social studies and literature. 

One respondent said, ―The films showed how people think differently, which helped in 

history discussions.‖  

 

Challenges: Two students mentioned subtitle dependency and distraction from visuals, 

suggesting a need for balanced use and teacher guidance. 

These findings address the research questions:  

RQ1: Subtitled films enhance language proficiency by reinforcing vocabulary and 

promoting cross-cultural understanding through exposure to diverse narratives.  

RQ2: They support acquisition by providing contextual learning, improving 

comprehension and retention.  

RQ3: Students perceive films as fostering deeper subject understanding, particularly in 

ethics and social studies, by linking vocabulary to real-world themes. 

 

Discussion 

Vocabulary Acquisition 

The experimental group’s significant post-test gains corroborate literature on subtitles’ 

efficacy (Rodgers & Webb, 2017). Subtitles likely reduced cognitive load by providing 

textual anchors, enabling learners to focus on meaning and context. The control group’s 

improvement, though lesser, suggests films alone offer value, possibly due to visual cues 

and repetition (Ashcroft et al., 2018). This supports implicit learning theories, where 

context drives acquisition (Arramany et al., 2017).  

 

Cross-Cultural and Interdisciplinary Impacts 

Qualitatively, students’ positive attitudes highlight films’ motivational impact, aligning 

with sociocultural theories where engagement drives learning (Rao, 2019). The cultural 

exposure fostered by films addresses Pakistan’s educational isolation, promoting global 

awareness and critical thinking. For instance, ethical dilemmas in ―Now You See Me‖ 

sparked discussions relevant to social studies, reflecting your interest in extending 

learning tasks across disciplines (July 27, 2025). This suggests films can serve as 

interdisciplinary tools, enhancing inquiry in non-language subjects.  

 

Implementation Challenges 

Challenges like subtitle dependency and distraction underscore the need for teacher 

guidance to optimize use (Sadiku, 2018). In Pakistan, logistical barriers—limited 

technology and training—require investment in infrastructure and professional 

development. Cultural resistance to non-traditional methods also warrants community 

engagement to ensure acceptance.  

 

Broader Implications 

The findings advocate for multimedia integration into ESL curricula, addressing 

traditional method limitations. Films offer a cost-effective solution in resource-limited 

settings, where access to native speakers or advanced materials is scarce. By fostering 

engagement and cultural competence, they prepare students for global academic and 

professional challenges.  

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Summary of Findings 
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This study demonstrates that subtitled films significantly enhance vocabulary acquisition, 

language proficiency, and academic engagement among Pakistani ESL students, 

outperforming non-subtitled viewing. The mixed-methods approach reveals empirical 

gains (significant post-test differences) and positive perceptions (improved 

comprehension, motivation, and cultural awareness). These findings bridge gaps in 

Pakistan’s ESL pedagogy, offering an innovative alternative to rote memorization.  

 

Recommendations 

Curriculum Integration: Incorporate subtitled films into language and cross-

disciplinary courses, with structured activities like vocabulary journals and thematic 

discussions.  

 

Teacher Training: Provide professional development on multimedia pedagogy, focusing 

on film selection, activity design, and managing cognitive load.  

 

Resource Development: Create a repository of subtitled films tailored to Pakistani 

curricula, ensuring accessibility in low-resource settings.  

 

Community Engagement: Address cultural resistance through workshops 

demonstrating films’ educational value.  

 

Further Research: Investigate long-term effects, larger samples, diverse genres, and 

impacts on other subjects like science or history. 

 

Limitations 

The study’s limitations include its small sample (n=40) and 14-week duration, limiting 

generalizability. The focus on thriller films may not reflect all genres’ efficacy. The 

reliance on basic technology (laptop, projector) mirrors resource constraints but may not 

scale to larger settings.  

 

Conclusion 

Subtitled films offer a transformative approach to ESL education in Pakistan, addressing 

traditional method gaps and fostering holistic learning. By enhancing vocabulary, 

cultural competence, and interdisciplinary inquiry, they prepare students for global 

challenges. With strategic implementation, multimedia can revolutionize educational 

dynamics in resource-constrained environments. (Total word count: 3,900, including 

abstract and references)  
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