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The front cover of this book shows a photo of the snow rabbit on Mt. Azuma-Kofuji, taken by photographer Shinichi Yamato. Each spring, the snow rabbit appears as the surrounding snow begins to melt, signaling new beginnings for the people of Fukushima, and traditionally marking the start of the planting season. Just as the snow rabbit invites reflection, fresh starts, and hope, this volume explores new directions in language education, offering insights into how screen media can shape, support, and transform language learning in the 21st century. 
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“Screen Media in Foreign Language Education shows how video and digital media can bring language learning to life, making it more engaging, dynamic, and effective. Full of inspiring ideas, real classroom examples, and backed by rigorous research, this book offers a long-overdue look at how screen media can truly transform teaching and is a must-read for educators eager to innovate.” 

Christian Ludwig, Freie Universität Berlin, Germany

"The volume provides timely and important insights into how screen media can enrich foreign language education. It successfully combines solid theoretical grounding with practical applications, making it a valuable resource for both teachers and researchers."

Marzuki, Universitas Madako ToliToli, Sulawesi Tengah, Indonesia
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The Positive Pedagogical Praxis Series is edited by Tim Murphey and focuses on practical activities, procedures and principles that can create more profound learning in a variety of ways. The books are written in a teacher-friendly style and seek to provide teachers with ways to implement profound ideas into their classrooms. The books could be used for in-service training, professional development workshops and teacher-development. 

https://www.candlinandmynard.com/ppp.html
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1. Definitions and Background of Screen Media in Foreign Language Education
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Adrian Leis and Matthew Wilson

More than sixty years ago, F. Rand Morton (1960) characterized the language laboratory as a space where students could engage in individual work. He proposed that this kind of technology boosted student motivation for studying foreign languages, evidenced by the fact that many would sacrifice their lunch breaks and stay after school to enhance their Spanish language skills and pronunciation1. In the decades since, the integration of technology in language learning environments has evolved, starting with the rise of these language labs in the late 1950s and progressing to the adoption of smartphones in modern classrooms. Throughout these changes, it has been widely acknowledged that technology enhances teachers’ ability to provide students with personalized learning experiences. This allows students to learn at their own pace and frees teachers to focus on individual students.

With the rapid acceleration of technological progress since the beginning of the 21st century, language teachers have grown increasingly at ease with incorporating technology into their teaching in various ways. Research exploring the positive aspects of using handheld devices has been carried out from various perspectives, including mobile phones (e.g., Stockwell, 2008), smartphones (e.g., Leis et al., 2015), and iPads (e.g., Gitsaki & Robby, 2014). A major advantage often mentioned by researchers and instructors in the field of foreign language education is the ease with which learners and teachers alike can access authentic language for their language learning needs, such as television programs, movies2, news websites, and self-made videos. This volume is dedicated to exploring the use of screen media in foreign language education. In this introductory chapter, we first look at a definition of screen media and briefly look at the history of research related to screen media in foreign language education. This is followed by a discussion of the benefits that such technology can bring to the language classroom. The chapter will conclude with a concise overview of the articles presented in the book.

Benefits of Screen Media in Foreign Language Education

At the turn of the 21st century, the mobile phone was quickly recognized as a valuable tool for language learning and teaching. Initially, these devices were seen as effective for vocabulary learning (Andrews, 2003; Kukulska-Hulme & Shield, 2007; Levy & Kennedy, 2005), quizzes (Levy & Kennedy, 2005; Norbrook & Scott, 2003), and as a means for teachers to share links to websites dedicated to foreign language learning with their students (Thornton & Houser, 2005).

However, after significant advancements in smartphone technology in 2007, research related to the benefits of incorporating screen media into foreign and second-language classrooms increased dramatically. The advantages of using smart devices (e.g., smartphones, tablets) in foreign language education were instantly recognized, leading to a substantial number of published research papers. These studies focused on various methods of employing screen media through these devices. Examples include vocabulary acquisition through video-sharing websites (e.g., Lin, 2021), using closed captions in video clips presented in language classrooms (e.g., Andriani & Angelina, 2020; Leis, 2016; Sherman, 2003; Vanderplank, 2016), and incorporating television commercials and advertisements in content-based language teaching (e.g., Sheffrin, 2019; Wilson, 2015).

Researchers have discussed various reasons for the successful utilization of screen media in foreign language instruction. We will now briefly review three of these key reasons: the authenticity of materials available through screen media, the introduction of foreign cultures, and incidental learning of vocabulary.

Authentic Materials

Providing students with authentic models of language, such as real-world communication examples, has always been a central focus of language pedagogy. Using activities and tasks in the classroom that reflect real-life contexts and involve the use of authentic language is crucial for enhancing students’ language learning experience (Egbert et al., 2007; Kessler, 2018). Similarly, authenticity is viewed as critical for increasing students’ language learning motivation (Dörnyei, 2001; Dörnyei & Csizér, 1998; Golonka et al., 2014; Ushioda, 2020) and for fostering their engagement in the learning process (Henry & Thorsen, 2020; Reinders & Hubbard, 2012; Zhang, 2020).

Even though authenticity is a key concept in foreign language education, introducing entirely authentic language into the classroom presents challenges, especially in the expanding circle environments as categorized by Kachru’s model (1985, 1992). Widdowson (1998) even argues that achieving authentic language in a foreign language classroom is an impossible dream, stating “the classroom cannot provide the contextual conditions for it to be authenticated by the learners” (p. 711). However, incorporating screen media into language classrooms appears to be one effective way to bring this seemingly impossible dream a little closer to reality.

Despite Widdowson’s argument that achieving authenticity in the language classroom is unattainable, many researchers, including Jack Richards (2015), have emphasized the crucial role of authenticity in students’ success, especially when using screen media in their studies. The widespread availability of the internet through smartphones and other smart devices might contribute to this. Richards explored how “virtual social networks” (2015, p. 5) offer language students chances to engage with more purposeful and authentic language learning experiences than those typically found in conventional classrooms. He suggested incorporating various screen media into the classroom, such as news articles from international news websites, presentations given by famous public speakers on TED Talks, video documentaries, and television programs. With internet access on their smartphones, students can utilize these resources during “dead time” (Richards, 2015, p. 18) such as when waiting for or riding public transport. 

Although it is widely accepted that authenticity in screen media is effective for language learning, empirical evidence supporting this claim remains scarce. However, one notable example is Lund’s (2008) study on using wikis to improve students’ collaborative writing skills. Lund demonstrated that while the continuous editing and expansion of wikis by various participants might lead to conflict among students, it also underscores the importance of sociogenesis—the process through which social interactions and cultural settings influence the growth of human cognition, behavior, and societal structures (Andelson, 2002). 

Introducing Foreign Cultures

Introducing foreign cultures is seen as crucial for the development of foreign language skills, especially from the perspective of language learning motivation. Learners’ attitudes toward the culture of the target language were identified as key components in Robert Gardner and Wallace Lambert’s integrativeness theory (1959, 1985) and seen as key reasons for students’ success in achieving high foreign language proficiency (Dörnyei, 2001). Dörnyei & Csizér (1998) also emphasized that it is important to “[f]amiliarize learners with the target language culture” (p. 218), listing it as one of their 10 commandments for motivating language learners. However, in English-as-a-foreign-language (EFL) contexts, effective techniques to introduce the target language’s cultures have not been as thoroughly explored as they could be. 

One researcher who has focused on the instruction of culture in foreign language education is Michael Byram. Byram and Wagner (2018), for example, argued that techniques for teaching foreign cultures should not be based solely on second language acquisition research, but rather on theories of how knowledge is acquired. In his model of intercultural competence, Byram (1997) advocated greater emphasis on students reflecting on various cultures from both their own viewpoints as well as those of others. Achieving this allows students to develop “critical cultural awareness: an ability to evaluate, critically and on the basis of explicit criteria, perspectives, practices and products in one’s own and other cultures and countries” (Byram, 1997, p. 53). 

The use of screen media has been proven to be an effective way of developing language students’ biculturalism3 as supported by Tschirner (2001) and Chun (2016). They underscore that visual and auditory communication provided by screen media help bridge the experiential gap for students in EFL classrooms compared to those immersed in the target language culture. While several articles suggest how screen media influences students’ cultural competence, there are very few empirical studies. One exception is Zhang’s (2019) study in a Chinese-as-a-foreign-language classroom in the United States, which used three movie clips to introduce both the visual aspects of culture, such as art, architecture, and philosophical beliefs (i.e., the big C) and parts of everyday life that shape people’s identities, such as food, clothing, and workplace norms (i.e., the little c) of Chinese culture. Zhang’s mixed-methods study revealed significant increases in the students’ understanding of and interest in Chinese culture. However, as this is only one of the few empirical studies, more research is undoubtedly needed in this area.

Incidental Learning of Vocabulary

A common determinant of language students’ communication success is the extent of their vocabulary. Across all language skills (i.e., speaking, listening, reading, writing), without sufficient vocabulary, learners will inevitably struggle to comprehend spoken or written content and to express themselves effectively. Much vocabulary acquisition research focuses on the skill of reading, often questioning the number of words needed to understand a written text. Studies typically indicate that comprehending between 95% (e.g., Laufer, 1989) and 98% (e.g., Hu & Nation, 2000; Nation, 2006; Schmitt et al., 2011) of a text allows for meaningful understanding without constantly referring to dictionaries. Another common question concerns the most effective and efficient ways to study vocabulary.

Vocabulary study methods typically fall into two categories: intentional learning and incidental learning. As the terminology suggests, intentional learning involves strategies where students consciously and purposefully learn and remember vocabulary. Research in second language acquisition has explored various techniques to enhance students’ vocabulary comprehension (i.e., input) and usage (i.e., output). These include learning with flashcards (both paper-based and electronic) through first-language translations (e.g., Ashcroft et al., 2018; Elgort, 2010; Nation & Webb, 2011), utilizing dictionaries (e.g., Rezaei & Davoudi, 2016; Zou, 2016), and more recently, incorporating gamification techniques (e.g., Chen et al., 2019; Waluyo & Bucol, 2021). 

Incidental learning, on the other hand, refers to naturally acquiring vocabulary or grammatical structures without deliberate practice, often through language exposure in context. Research indicates that much of one’s second language vocabulary is acquired through incidental learning, primarily through reading, but also potentially through listening (Gass, 1999). One concern with incidental learning is how frequently students must encounter vocabulary items before they can fully comprehend and use them confidently. However, the literature on the necessary exposure yields mixed results. Waring and Takaki (2003) suggested that students need to be exposed to vocabulary items at least 20 times for meaningful learning to occur, whereas Chen and Truscott (2010) claim some understanding is possible after just one exposure. Nonetheless, researchers agree that individual differences among students, such as age, proficiency level, and instructional setting, significantly influence the impact of incidental exposure on students’ working memory (Malone, 2018). 

In using screen media for language education, closed captions4 have proven especially effective for vocabulary acquisition in various second language acquisition studies (e.g., Vanderplank, 2016). Although humans typically process visual and verbal information, simultaneous use of these systems, as in the case of closed captions, leads to better understanding and recall (Paivio, 1991), a phenomenon also referred to as dual coding theory (Paivio, 1971). For instance, Al-Seghayer (2001) provided empirical evidence by examining the effects of video and pictures on second language acquisition. The study involved 30 students from six different cultural backgrounds studying English at a university in the United States and compared three annotation modes: 1) video and text combined; 2) still picture and text combined; and 3) text only. The results suggested that the combined video and text was the most effective method for vocabulary learning. Supporting these results, Kanellopoulou and her colleagues (2019) reviewed various research related to the use of closed captions in films for language learning. They concluded that while closed captions certainly aid language learning, the manner in which subtitles are displayed (e.g., standard subtitles, reverse subtitles5) leads to different types of understanding and vocabulary retention (e.g., general comprehension, short-term vocabulary recall). 

Theoretical Framework: Screen Media as a Catalyst for Language Learning

In the digital age, screen media has become an integral part of foreign language education. From short video clips and film-based interventions to subtitled content and flipped classroom materials, educators are leveraging visual, auditory, and textual modalities to enhance language learning. This book explores the impact of screen media on linguistic, cognitive, and cultural development, showcasing research-based insights and practical applications.

To provide cohesion across the chapters, this book is framed within four key theoretical perspectives: multimodal learning theory, sociocultural theory, cognitive load theory, and media literacy. These perspectives help explain why and how screen media supports language acquisition and skill development in diverse learning contexts.

Multimodal Learning Theory and the Role of Screen Media

One of the most compelling reasons for integrating screen media in language education is its ability to engage multiple modalities simultaneously. Multimodal learning theory (Biggs & Collis, 2013; Mayer, 1997, 2014, 2024) suggests that learners process information more effectively when content is presented in both visual and auditory formats. Screen media enhances dual-channel processing (Paivio, 1986, 1991), allowing learners to integrate spoken language, written text (e.g., subtitles), and visual storytelling cues to deepen comprehension.

This framework underpins several studies in this volume. For instance, Chapter 2 explores how short videos facilitate the acquisition of indirect speech, while Chapter 7 examines the role of screen media in reading comprehension and intercultural competence. Similarly, Chapter 10 highlights how subtitles influence comprehension in virtual exchange, reinforcing the idea that multimodal input enhances linguistic and cognitive processing.

Sociocultural Theory and Interaction Through Media

While multimodal learning explains the cognitive benefits of screen media, sociocultural theory (Lantolf, 2000; Lantolf et al., 2020; Vygotsky, 1978) highlights the interactive and social dimensions of language learning. According to this perspective, learning occurs through mediated experiences, where language is developed in culturally and socially rich environments. Screen media provides authentic linguistic input while embedding learners in socially situated contexts, making it an effective tool for both language acquisition and cultural learning.

This perspective is particularly relevant to chapters that emphasize interaction with media-based tasks. Chapter 4, for example, investigates how video clips are used for interactive feedback in online speaking tools, while Chapter 6 discusses students’ perceptions of a subtitle project as a collaborative learning activity. Additionally, Chapter 11 explores the role of screen media in teaching both language and culture, reinforcing the idea that screen-based input serves as a bridge between linguistic and cultural knowledge.

Cognitive Load Theory and the Processing of Video-Based Content

Although screen media enhances learning through multimodal input, it also presents challenges in cognitive processing. Cognitive load theory (Brunken et al., 2003; Sweller, 1988, 2011) suggests that learners can experience extraneous cognitive load when presented with too much information at once. Understanding how to optimize screen media—through video modulation, pre-class materials, or subtitle use—is crucial for ensuring that learners can effectively process linguistic input.

Several chapters in this book address this concern. Chapter 2, for example, investigates how modulating video content impacts language learning outcomes, while Chapter 5 explores whether students engage with pre-class videos in a flipped learning environment. These studies provide insights into how cognitive load influences engagement and retention, offering practical implications for designing effective screen-based language instruction.

Media Literacy and the Critical Use of Screen-Based Resources

Beyond linguistic and cognitive development, screen media also fosters media literacy, an increasingly important skill in today’s digital world. Film and media literacy (Hobbs, 2024; Hobbs & Jensen, 2009) emphasize that learning through screen media involves more than passive consumption—it requires critical engagement with multimodal texts, narratives, and cultural representations.

Several chapters in this volume explore how media literacy connects to language learning. Chapter 3 investigates how film literacies enhance writing skills, while Chapter 8 discusses design principles for creating pedagogically effective ELT video dramas. By engaging with screen media critically, students develop not only language skills but also interpretative and analytical abilities, preparing them to navigate diverse media environments.

A Unifying Perspective on Screen Media in Language Education

The chapters in this book collectively demonstrate that screen media is a powerful tool for language learning, integrating multimodal input, social interaction, cognitive processing, and media literacy. The research presented here shows that screen-based materials can enhance speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills, while also fostering cultural awareness and critical thinking.

As Chapter 12 explores the future of screen media in language education, we anticipate continued innovations in video-based pedagogy, AI-driven feedback, and immersive virtual environments. By grounding screen media in solid theoretical perspectives, we aim to provide educators and researchers with a comprehensive framework for understanding its role in language learning today and in the future.

Organization of This Book

In this book, we present a compilation of research focused on using screen media in foreign language classrooms. It includes a wide range of studies aimed at improving students’ language proficiency, increasing their language learning motivation, and deepening students’ cultural understanding through screen media. 

The book is divided into four parts, with this chapter encompassing the first part, in which we have provided a definition of screen media and discussed some previous research related to the use of screen media in language learning. 

In the second part, we present six research-based chapters that give evidence of the effects of screen media in language learning contexts. This section starts with a chapter by Keina Hamagami and her colleagues, who investigate the effects of having students watch YouTube videos to acquire indirect speech in the Japanese EFL context. Next, Carmen Herrero’s qualitative study looks at feedback from students in the United Kingdom who participated in a workshop in which they watched films selected to improve their Spanish language skills. In Chapter 4, Ryan Spring and his colleagues discuss the impacts of video clips using automatic speech recognition technology as an online speaking tool, giving students feedback on their pronunciation and the appropriateness of their utterances. In Chapter 5, Adrian Leis reports on the results of a survey in which students reported the frequency with which they watched pre-class videos in a flipped classroom. Next, Ayano Valvona describes Japanese university students’ reactions to using closed captions in movie trailers. The final chapter of Part 2, by Ayşe Kızıldağ, looks at screen media in a reading course conducted in Türkiye, comparing the effectiveness of screens and paper to improve students’ reading proficiency and intercultural competence.

Part 3 focuses on examples of how language instructors have used screen media in their classes, featuring four practical case studies. Jonathon Ryan starts with an overview of the principles for creating video dramas with the goal of improving students’ language skills, illustrating this with his work at the production company, Chasing Time English. In Chapter 9, Chris Cooper describes a course that used multiple short video clips, carefully selected to improve students’ understanding of sarcasm and requests. Martin Parsons, then shows how students themselves can be involved in the creation of subtitles, giving an overview of a course conducted with both Japanese and Chinese EFL learners. The final chapter of Part 3, by Marina Dobrovolskaya, reports on the use of screen media to analyze movies alongside their story versions and reflects on the perceptions of the Russian students participating in her course. 

In the final section of this book, we summarize the results and topics discussed within the volume and provide some directions for future research. This includes a call for more studies examining which types of screen media are most effective for various student demographics, exploring the potential impact of artificial intelligence and large language models on screen media in foreign language education, and investigating the use of virtual reality. We also look at some limitations associated with using screen media in foreign language classrooms. 

This book is designed to allow you, the reader, to start at any point you prefer. You can begin from the first chapter and progress sequentially, or you can select a chapter that most interests you or closely relates to your teaching context. Whichever path you choose, we are confident you will find the discussions in each chapter thought-provoking and valuable for your language teaching and research. We hope you enjoy your journey through the book!

Notes

1.  When using screen media for the purpose of language learning, it is important to understand the copyright laws, which vary from country to country. We strongly recommend language instructors check the copyright laws in order to protect the rights of the creators of original works. To avoid issues, it is often best to use materials that are in the public domain or are available under a Creative Commons license. 

2.  Showing a film in a classroom may be considered a public performance, depending on the law in your country. Even if the showing is for educational purposes, a license might still be needed if the audience is not strictly limited to students and educators.

3.  We look at the concept of biculturalism very lightly here, defining it as the ability to understand and be proactive in two different cultures. A deeper discussion is beyond the scope of this chapter. For an interesting discussion of various perspectives of biculturalism, see LaFromboise et al. (1993). 

4.  Although closed captions and subtitles are sometimes seen to describe different ways of displaying text on a screen (Wallace, 2023), for simplification, in this chapter, we will look at them as having the same meaning.

5.  Reverse subtitles are a type of subtitling often used in language learning. Whereas usually audio will be in the target language and subtitles are in the students’ first language, in the case of reverse subtitles, the audio is in the first language and the subtitles are displayed in the target language. 
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