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Abstract  

The present study aims at analysing the role of subtitles in relation to the acquisition of L2 

English grammar. In order to prove that subtitles help optimally to the adoption of complex 

grammatical structures, the subjects of study are people with a similar level of English which 

will consist of a B1/B2 level approximately who are given a short video of the film “Harry 

Potter and the Philosopher‟s Stone” with L2 subtitles and without on-screen text 

reinforcement. The object of study is the learning of cleft sentences through this film, a goal 

which will be observed through a pre-test and a post-test. These tests will consist of two 

activities, one of familiarity with the cleft structure and other of sentence completion. The 

same test will be completed twice, one before watching the piece of film and one after it. A 

comparison between the pre-test and the post-view questionnaire will prove that those who 

have watched the subtitled content outranged those who have viewed the content without any 

subtitled reinforcement. 

 

Key words 

Second language acquisition, captions, subtitles.  

 

1. Introduction 

Globalization together with the 21
st
 century advances have greatly impacted the ways through 

which the acquisition and learning of a second language is perceived and carried out. It is due 

to these technological advances that recent studies have been interested in analysing the 

impact they have in the acquisition of English as a second language in and outside the 

classroom. In this study, English will be analysed, however, this work can be applied to the 

acquisition of any language no matter the number of speakers it may have. It is true that the 

fact that English is recognised as a global language provides those who want to acquire it with 

a wide range of opportunities to do so. It is no wonder that as a consequence of it being a 

global language, inevitably “English is now the language most widely taught as a foreign 

language” (Crystal 2003, 5), and therefore, there are more chances to obtain a piece of work 

in English than in any other language that does not have the prestige of being recognized all 

over the world as a global language. In fact “the statistics [...] suggest that about a quarter of 

the world‟s population is already fluent or competent in English, and this figure is steadily 

growing” (2003, 6); thus, not only most of the audio-visual materials that people have close to 
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hand is already available in English but there are instances that point to the fact that these 

numbers will not have a decreasing tendency but they will increase as time goes on.  

 Taking the Standard Eurobarometer on Media Use in the European Union as a 

reference, it can be stated that regarding the use of the media, “Europeans continue to prefer 

television (viewed on a TV set or via the Internet)” (2019, 4) over other types of activities 

among which there are reading the written press or listening to the radio. This 

telecommunication medium is selected as a way of entertainment at least once a week by a 

total amount of 94% of the Europeans “including more than eight in ten respondents (81%, =) 

who do so every day or almost every day” (2019, 4). Even though the Internet is the most 

recent media tool, it has become the second most used platform outranked by television but 

ahead conventional radio (2019, 6). This spread tendency of the internet in the contemporary 

world is the basis on which this work is built on since the purpose of the study is to analyse 

whether the use of audio-visual materials (subtitled or not) is positive to the acquisition of 

grammar structures, more specifically the information structure of English cleft sentences, for 

L2 learners. Usually, these materials are accessed through digital platforms using internet or, 

in some instances, television. Cleft sentences have been chosen as the object of study because 

they are grammatical structures that are learned once other basic knowledge of English has 

been acquired, but in addition to being useful for having a good command of English, they are 

used to structure information that will be convenient for getting the message across more 

clearly and to make sure it is perceived with complete clarity to the hearer.   

    

2. Theoretical framework 

In order to understand the focus of this study, it is fundamental to specify that there are three 

categories of language learning: the formal learning, the non-formal learning and the informal 

learning (Schugurensky 2000, 1-2). Firstly, formal learning is the type of learning that is to be 

found in formal settings, that are those “from preschool to graduate studies” (2000, 1). Those 

courses that fit in this category are “highly institutionalized” , they provide the “basic 

education”, they are “propaedeutic in nature” which means they give a person an introduction 

to further study and they usually grant a “diploma or certificate” to allow students to continue 

with their learning process or to be accepted in certain work-related positions (2000, 1). The 

second language learning category is known as non-formal learning which “refers to all 

organized educational programs that take place outside the formal school system, and are 

usually short-term and voluntary” (2000, 2). This language learning category is called non-
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formal because even though it does not require of a certain level of proficiency in a language 

to be accepted in the course, it is somehow monitored by a language instructor.      

According to Livingstone, “any activity involving the pursuit of understanding, 

knowledge or skill which occurs outside the curricula of educational institutions, or the 

courses or workshops offered by educational or social agencies” (1999, 4) is considered to be 

part of informal learning. In other words, everything that a person can do in order to acquire 

any sort of ability no matter it is a cognitive skill or not that occurs outside the formal settings 

of the learning or acquiring this knowledge related to a field in specific. This definition is at 

the core of this work since the use of subtitles in order to acquire specific knowledge occurs 

mainly outside the classroom. It is true that this category is sometimes disregarded since it 

does not belong to neither of the two previous categories and it becomes a “residual category” 

(1999, 2); however, this study will follow this kind of language learning because the author of 

this work strongly believes that it is “where most of the significant learnings that we apply to 

our everyday lives are learned” (1999, 2). In fact, the preliminary statement is that formal 

learning can be benefited from the informal learning since the structures that are previously 

learned in a formal environment such as a class, are fully engrained and integrated once the 

individual sees them used in an informal setting, for example in a film.  

 

 

Table 1: Three forms of informal learning extracted from the article “The Forms of Informal Learning: Towards 

a Conceptualization of the Field” by Daniel Schugurensky. 

 

On the report of Schugurensky, within informal learning one can distinguish 3 types 

which are the self-directed learning, the incidental learning and the so-called socialisation also 

known as tacit learning. In the self-directed learning it is the individual “without the 

assistance of an „educator‟” (2000, 3) who takes the initiative to begin and to guide their 

learning experience. This means that, according to their subjective needs and personal 

interests, one is voluntarily in charge of monitoring and assessing their learning goals. 
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Although it is true that it can appear the presence of a “‟resource person‟” (2000, 3), it cannot 

be considered part of the non-formal category because it does not rely on the guidance of a 

language instructor, rather it is an autonomous path. On the other hand, within all the 

characteristics that define the incidental learning one can find that the individual does not 

have the initial intention of acquiring a knowledge, however, “after the experience she or he 

becomes aware that some learning has taken place” (2000, 3). Therefore, if the self-directed 

learning and the incidental learning are to be compared, the characteristic that differentiates 

the most is that even though the self-directed learning is a volitional choice to extract 

knowledge, the incidental learning is an unintentional plan even though at the end of the 

process one can realise that he or she has made progress in the acquisition of the language. 

The third and last type of incidental learning Schugurensky proposes is socialisation or tacit 

learning which is probably the most embedded type of incidental learning one may encounter 

since it is part of our daily lives. In this type of learning, not only we are not aware that we are 

acquiring a piece of knowledge but also we do not realise we have learned something at the 

end of the process. It is also true that “although learning through socialization is usually an 

unconscious process, we can become aware of that learning later on through a process of 

retrospective recognition, which could be internal and/or external” (2000, 5).   

No matter if the language acquisition process takes place in formal or informal 

settings, what it is crucial in the acquisition of the second language following Stephen 

Krashen‟s Input Hypothesis is that for the learner to upgrade and to advance with their second 

language acquisition, he or she must receive an „input‟ higher to what his or her actual level 

of linguistic competence. It can be inferred that in order for language acquisition to take place 

successfully, the language learner needs to be exposed to a great amount of input and, at the 

same time, this input has to be higher to the current stage the individual has but it would be 

more effective if the input is higher than the actual knowledge he or she possesses. 

Consequently, “if input is understood, and if there is enough of it, the necessary grammar is 

automatically provided” (Saville-Troike 2017, 48). This is why the claim this work 

investigates is that grammar can also be acquired by means of being exposed to a large 

amount of load in the target language. Along these lines of Input Hypothesis, Krashen also 

proposes that the attitude the learner has towards the second language is crucial to the 

acquisition of the foreign language being the process a failure instead of a success if the 

language user faces the language acquisition process with negative feelings such as lack of 

motivation, low self-confidence and anxiety towards learning. For example, if the language 

learner experiences high anxiety levels regarding one aspect of the second language 
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acquisition, it will not be enough to be exposed to instances of comprehensible input, it is 

highly important that similar attention is paid to the amount of input and to “creating a 

situation that encourages a low filter” (Krashen 1982, 32). By creating a situation where the 

language learner does not experience negative feelings towards the language and he or she is 

provided by loads of comprehensible input, it can be ensured that the aspect of the language 

learning that is to be acquired is completed successfully.   

Taking the subtitling as an example, since watching a movie is an activity that is 

carried out in an anxiety-free learning environment and usually the predisposition of watching 

certain product is optimal because it is the individual choice to select the movie, the affective 

filter is not an obstacle but an incentive for language acquisition to be performed in a 

successful manner. In fact, studies such as The Associative-Cognitive CREED Nick C. Ellis 

proposes defend that “we learn language in much the same way as we learn everything else” 

(2006, 100). The three variables analysed in Ellis‟s work are “frequency, recency and 

context” (2006, 104) which work the same way for every aspect of human cognition no matter 

if the cognitive task is related to language acquisition or to any other aspect of the intellectual 

learning. The language acquisition process of the target language will be built using the 

English constructions language users listen to on a regular basis, noticing these constructions 

will be fundamental for the emergent language because, similar to what Krashen‟s Input 

Hypothesis, the more exposure an individual has towards the target language, the easier will 

be for he or she to generate more complex structures in the target language. Therefore, the use 

of subtitled films (either captions or subtitles) will be crucial for the language user to start 

building grammatical constructions because the exposure will be higher. Even though a 

person can have a complete language acquisition process by only attending to formal 

language instruction, the amount of input he or she has in their daily basis will be important to 

improve the knowledge and to have long-term acquisition.  

 

2.1. Benefits and constraints of audio-visual materials 

The use of audio-visual materials when learning a target language carries certain advantages 

and disadvantages towards the language user. Before dealing with the benefits and constraints 

audio-visual texts have, it is important to state that the use of this language learning method is 

more predominant in the countries in which English is regarded as a foreign language (EFL) 

than those in which English has a certain status such as being considered a second language. 

As Peng clarifies, “EFL means learning English in non-English-speaking countries, while 
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ESL means English as a second language, which has the same or even more important status 

as mother tongue” (2019, 33). Because the analysis carried out in this study takes place in a 

country in which English is not an official language and therefore it is taught in the 

educational system as a foreign language, audio-visual materials play a fundamental role 

because there is little or no chance for the learners to use the target language in no other place 

than the formal educational settings since “English is not used as a medium of communication 

or for other purposes in society in the EFL contexts” (Bahrani and Shu Sim 2013, 71). 

 Thus, the use of audio-visual materials provides the language user with the authentic 

material they do not have on a regular basis. Even though there is controversy towards the 

definition of what an authentic material is, Gilmore (2007) defines authenticity similarly to 

Morrow (1977), coining that an authentic text is a “stretch of real language, produced by a 

real speaker or writer for a real audience and designed to convey a real message of some sort” 

(Gilmore 2007, 98). What is worth to be highlighted from this definition is that the piece of 

text that it is being created has no language teaching purposes and, therefore, it is faithful to 

what a real language user would produce. In this sense, movies and TV shows are to be 

considered as sources of authentic language input if they follow the condition of “contain[ing] 

genuine instances of language use as opposed to exemplars devised specifically for language 

teaching purposes” (Bahrani and Shu Sim 2013, 70). 

 On the one hand, among all the advantages it can be highlighted that using audio-

visual materials that are considered authentic can be optimal for the language user since they 

open up to “a wide range of language change of the target language”, (Bahrani and Shu Sim 

2013, 72), because it offers instances of dialects, accents and varieties of spellings among 

others. Another asset is that it contributes to the contextualization of the language learning 

since students “notice the immediate relevance of what they do in the classroom to what they 

need to do in the real world communication” (2013, 72). In other words, students are able to 

establish connections between what they have studied in class with how it is used in a real-life 

context since they will see how language is used to get through a message and not only to 

highlight particular aspects of the language. This will enhance their self-image and motivation 

towards the target language lowering the affective filter and adopting a more positive attitude 

towards the learning process. Even though it might seem that watching a movie and taking 

part of a conversation in English are two separate situations, Lavaur and Bairstow state that 

since the viewer listens to the dialogue at the same time he or she is watching images, this 

experience is very close to a “real-life experience” (2011, 456). Following this argument, 

Bubel studies the concept of „overhearing‟ which establishes a parallel of the spectator and an 
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overhearer, which is a person that listens to a conversation without the speakers realising he 

or she is doing so. Bubel states that “the cognitive processes going on in the spectator while 

he or she is listening to film dialogue are generally parallel to those that occur in everyday 

life, when we take on the role of an overhearer” (2008, 61). The spectator takes advantage of 

the authentic material it is provided to him or her via online platforms and takes the role of an 

overhearer whose practice over time will contribute to long-term working memory and the 

vocabulary and grammatical structures this person encounters will be ingrained in their brain.  

According to Mayer‟s „multimedia learning theory‟, people have mainly two “separate 

information processing channels” (2005, 33) which allow us to process visual and auditorily 

represented material. This is what Mayer addresses to as the „dual-channel assumption‟ and it 

is added into the cognitive theory of multimedia learning stating that how human process 

information is dualistic because human possess both “auditory/verbal” and “visual/pictorial” 

(2005, 33). These two channels feed off each other in the sense that if one piece of 

information is acquired through one channel in specific, it can also be processed by the other 

channel. Taking on-screen text as an example, what it is initially perceived through the eyes, 

if the individual is well-read person, he or she can modify the images into sounds usually 

perceived through the auditory system. What Mayer also includes in the theory of multimedia 

learning is the Limited Capacity Assumption which states that humans have a finite load of 

information which can be handled in one channel in specific (2005, 35). In order for the 

learning to be effective, language users need to feel related or engaged to the input they are 

receiving, according to the last assumption that is the Active-Processing Assumption, 

“humans actively engage in cognitive processing in order to construct a coherent mental 

representation of their experiences” (2005, 36).  

On the other hand, although it may seem that audio-visual materials with subtitles 

provide only benefits to the individuals that consume them, some scholars claim that they 

may also have certain limitations. Lavaur and Bairstow mention that studies carried out by 

Koolstra, Peeters and Spinhof (2002) show that subtitles can help the viewer to decode the 

message easily; however, since they occupy a spatial position on the screen “they can distract 

him or her from attending to the images […] even when subtitles are not necessary to 

comprehension” (2011, 457). This cognitive tendency is a distraction that should be avoided 

if subtitles are considered as a tool that helps to enhance the understanding of the language in 

question when the viewer does not have a level of proficiency suitable for understanding what 

is happening in the piece. Another disadvantage of watching an audio-visual work with 

subtitles is that the reading time is limited since “subtitles follow the rhythm of speech” 
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(Díaz-Cintas and Remael 2007, 53), therefore, if the viewer does not have the ability to read 

what happens on the screen fairly quickly, not only will the images that occur be lost, but the 

message will not be received by the viewer either.  

 Furthermore, narrowing the scope to the use of subtitled videos in the classroom, there 

might be a problem regarding the level of proficiency of each of the students of the class. 

While some students may have a high enough level to understand the piece perfectly, it is 

possible that most students are not at the same level as their classmates. In this case the use of 

audio-visual material will be conditioned with the needs of the students and will be modified 

for educational reasons. Therefore, there is a “problem associated with the use of authentic 

language materials in the classrooms with different language proficiency levels” (Bahrani and 

Shu Sim 2013, 73). Finally, the materials selected by the teacher to be taught in class should 

be a much meditated decision since they tend to be “too culturally biased and the vocabulary 

may be irrelevant to the language learners‟ needs” (2013, 73).  

 

2.2. Captions and subtitles 

In the text version of a spoken audio in an audio-visual material there can be distinguished 

two major groups which are the interlingual subtitles, also known as subtitles, and the 

intralingual subtitles or captions. Even though they belong to the same phenomenon, that is, 

contributing to the better understanding of an audio-visual work, there are several 

characteristics that distinguish them.  

Regarding language, subtitles‟ language is not the same as the one we can perceive 

from the audio; however, the language one can find when using caption is a language that is 

the same as the one used when characters talk (Zarei and Rashvand 2011, 619). Concerning 

general use, captions have a long tradition of having been used in the past and still nowadays 

“in order to ensure greater democratic access to audiovisual programming” (Díaz-Cintas and 

Remael 2007, 14). In other words, they are a tool to bring audio-visual materials close to 

those who are deaf of have a hearing dysfunction.  

Nevertheless, other uses have been developed in the course of time having been 

“specifically devised as a didactic tool for the teaching and learning of foreign languages” 

(Diaz-Cintas and Remael 2007, 15). Thus, second language learners have also benefited from 

this egalitarian apparatus. It is true that subtitles are economically more affordable than 

captions; it promotes better understanding because the learner is provided with the message in 

their own language; and “it may result in incidental language learning” (Zarei and Rashvand 
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2011, 619), which is this kind of language learning that occurs without the learner even 

realising that he or she is acquiring the word or the expression. Nonetheless, as Caimi (2006) 

states in Zarei and Rashvand, “subtitlers use simplification and omission to eliminate 

redundancies in order to transfer more easily the film message” (2011, 620). The author of 

this work believes that subtitles are useful for early stages of the language acquisition process 

in order to begin getting acquainted with the language. However, the learner might lose 

certain important nuances that are simplified or lost when translating from one language to the 

other. This is the reason why this social experiment uses captions or L2 subtitles as the only 

in-text reinforcement.  

 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Participants 

In this social experiment 12 participants have participated, however, in order to make the 

group more homogeneous, the author of this work has decided to undergo a selection. This 

selection has been done by asking each of the participants to take an English proficiency on-

line test, in this case LexTale, and depending on how they performed in this task, their 

answers have been taken into account or omitted. According to the LexTale paradigm, the 

percentage corresponding to a B1/B2 level is around 60 and 70 %. So, 2 participants had to be 

left apart from this experiment because they did not reach the expected result in the LexTale. 

Thus, of the 12 people we had at the beginning of this experiment, a total of 10 have 

remained. Regarding participants‟ age, 50% of the people that have undergone this test are 

between 18 and 24 years old, 40% belong to the group between 25 and 34 years old and a 

10% of the results are those people who are underage. A 70% of the respondents identify 

themselves as women and a 30% as men. Most of the individuals have completed or are 

pursuing university studies (80% of the outcome), although 10% correspond to professional 

training and another 10% to high school studies. Taking the average of all the participants, 

they started learning English at the age of 6 or 7 years old and only 70% of them are still 

learning it. What is remarkable of the answer to the question “How are you still learning 

English?” a 40% of the participants‟ answers involved the use of multimedia and audio-visual 

materials. Therefore, taking this reference statistic, we can affirm that the use of these 

resources is a trend among people within the age range of the participants. In addition, being 

an easily accessible material, learning is undergoing a process of democratization.  
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 When asked if they frequently used series, movies or TV programs in English with 

subtitles, half answered that they did so sometimes, 20% answered affirmatively and 30% 

negatively. Among the advantages, they highlight that the visual reinforcement helps to 

improve pronunciation and it is a supportive tool when the accent is so marked that it is 

obscure and, in some cases, imperceptible. In reference to the disadvantages, all the 

respondents agree that the presence of text on the screen can distract the consumer from the 

actions that occur.      

 

3.2. Material 

Since the current sanitary situation allows carrying an in-person meeting, the participants 

were provided with a silent room with a big monitor and speakers to proceed with the social 

experiment. It is worth mentioning that they were alone in the room with any type of 

distraction or help from external sources. First of all, a questionnaire has been sent to them to 

fill in their personal data anonymously. The only procedure that has been asked is to create a 

nickname so the person in charge of analysing the content is able to track if there has been an 

improvement or not between the pre-test and the post-test. In this first questionnaire, they are 

asked information regarding their age, their gender, their school level, their employment 

situation and their language experience. These questions have been thought to get information 

about each of the participants and make a relation with their level of English and their 

performance in the tests. The target of this study in specific is a person who possesses a 

B1/B2 level of English according to the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages (CEFR). The tool that was used to gather their personal information as well as for 

the pre-test and the post-test was Google Docs making use of the ICT that is to our disposal 

nowadays. The researcher was interested in keeping those participants who had a B1/B2 level 

because those are the ones who are more likely to have a good command of the foreign 

language and they are able to maintain a conversation with another English language user, 

therefore, in this context it is more probable that cleft sentences emerge.   

After the personal information had been collected, the participant has been asked to 

fill in another Google Docs document consisting of two activities, one about familiarisation 

with the cleft sentences (see Annex 1) and another activity of phrase completion (see Annex 

2). In both activities there are filler items, which sentences that are not considered cleft 

sentences and which are not going to be taken into consideration when analysing the results. 

The researcher has decided to insert sentences that are similar in structure to cleft sentences 
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(e.g. sentences starting with “It is”) because even though they are not of further interest to the 

experimenter, they help to prevent that people focus only on the critical items, since it would 

be too obvious that the focus of the study are cleft sentences. The outcome would be, 

therefore, more reliable due to the avoidance of randomness in the answers. The activities that 

are part of the pre-test are meant to be completed before the participant watches the audio-

visual material because the results extracted from the pre-test will be useful for the 

comparison of the pre-test and the post-test and similarities could be made with the two 

results. Once the pre-test activities are answered, the participant will be provided with a 10-

minutes video about an extract of the film “Harry Potter and the Philosopher‟s Stone” which 

contains two instances of cleft sentences. Immediately after having watched the video, the 

same activities will be handed in to the participants with the same structure. By repeating the 

same activity, we could establish relationships between both tests and check if the level of 

acquisition of the grammatical structure has increased or if, on the contrary, it has not 

undergone any type of change.  

 What participants are expected to perform in this activity is to state whether these 

sentences are familiar to them or not. In order to do so, the researcher has decided to use a 

rating scale question or ordinal question. By giving each question a value, the experimenter 

can have an idea of how familiarised each participant is regarding the recognition of the 

structure. If they are familiarised with the structure, it means that they can recognise it when it 

appears in context. The level of sentence recognition lowers when the level of familiarity 

diminishes. By presenting the same activity in both the pre-test and the post-test, the person in 

charge of analysing the results will be able to draw a comparison between the numeric results 

obtained in both tests coming from the same activity.   

 In the second activity it is the participants‟ opportunity to demonstrate whether they 

are familiar enough with the structure to be able to produce it. Participants will be presented 

with 8 sentences 4 of which are cleft sentences. The remaining 4 are filler items to avoid the 

process be automatized. The participants should choose the options he or she thinks more 

suitable out of the 3 different options in order to fill in the blank of the sentence. The 

objective of this activity is not one of recognition but one of production. By performing well 

in this activity, the examiner will be able to evaluate if the language user is able to generate 

cleft sentences.   

 

3.3 Analysis  
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Once the participants had completed the activities explained above, they were extracted from 

the Google Forms and they were discriminated by groups depending on whether they had 

seen the part of the film with English subtitles or without any text reinforcement; so, these 

will be the two variants that will be the core of my analysis. I went through the answers of 

each participants and I calculated the average of all the questions they had answered in the 

pre-test and in the post-test.  

 

4. Results 

4.1. Overall results 

This study covers the research question regarding whether the presence of subtitles in the L2 

is favourable when learning grammatical constructions. The activities that were carried out 

were designed to analyse this. Some cleft sentences were selected together with similar 

sentences acting as fillers in order to appraise if the language users participating in this project 

were able to recognise and produce the sentences. Each of the participant was attributed 

randomly the extract from the film with L2 subtitles or without any subtitling reinforcement. 

According to the statistics, the average value of the familiarity activity of the pre-test in both 

groups was similar, 4.635 in the group with subtitles and 4.605 for the non-subtitles group. 

Therefore, it can be inferred that since all participants had a B1/B2 level, they all departed 

from the same English level.  

Participant Familiarity  

(pre-test) 

MC (pre-test) Familiarity 

(post-test) 

MC (post-test) 

Participant 1 4.83 1/4 7.16 1/4 

Participant 2 6.16 4/4 6.33 4/4 

Participant 3 6.16 2/4 9.3 4/4 

Participant 4 5.16 4/4 7.3 3/4 

Participant 5 3 4/4 3.6 4/4 

Participant 6 2.5 4/4 6.8 4/4 

Mean  4.635  6.748  

Fig. 1.  Participant results with subtitles reinforcement.  
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Regarding the results from the same activity after having watched the extract from the movie, 

there is an improvement in the level of familiarity with cleft sentences in both groups, 

however, the group that has been assigned with watching the video with L2 subtitles upgrade 

a total of 2.113 point more with respect the pre-test. Rather, the group that has not had any 

on-screen reinforcement has improved only a 0.9275. Therefore, this supports the hypothesis 

that having subtitles help optimally the recognition of the grammatical structure.  

 Even though the amelioration in activity one is quite remarkable, in the second activity 

there is no such a clear case of improvement. When comparing the pre-test and the post-test 

of the production activity, among all participants only 3 out of the 10 have changed their 

answers (see Participant 3 and 4 in Fig.1 and Participant 4 in Fig.2), and more specifically, 

one has not improved in the hit rate (see Participant 4 in Fig.1). 

Participant Familiarity 

(pre-test) 

MC (pre-test) Familiarity 

(post-test) 

MC (post-test) 

Participant 1 4.5 4/4 4.3 4/4 

Participant 2 8.6 4/4 7 4/4 

Participant 3 4.16 4/4 5.33 4/4 

Participant 4 1.16 2/4 5.5 3/4 

Mean 4.605  5.5325  

Fig. 2. Participant results without subtitles reinforcement  

The fact that there is so much difference between the results of one test and another 

suggests that it is much easier for the language user to be familiar with or recognise the 

grammatical structure than to produce a cleft sentence. The evidence obtained from this 

project may be the result of the cognitive effort involved in creating a grammatically complex 

sentence that, for instance, is not so evident in the process of recognising it in context. While 

recognising a structure is not a laborious process for the speaker, to create a sentence one 

must have a superior mastery of the structure than one must have when measuring familiarity. 

In any case, the results favourably indicate that subtitles in the L2 help to acquire the 

grammatical structure known as cleft sentences compared to watching a part of a movie 

without subtitles.   

 

3. General discussion 

5.1. Limitations 
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Even though the results of the experiment have proven that the research hypothesis which 

supports that subtitles help favourably to the acquisition of English grammar is correct, some 

constraints of the study must also be considered. Some of the limitations that this project has 

may be related to the participants, the duration and the material. Containing only 10 people, 

this number may not be enough to conclude in a convinced way that the results are 

unidirectional, so perhaps if the number of participants had been greater, different results 

would have been obtained. In relation to material and time, the input has not been enough and 

has not been shown sufficient times for the participant to acquire the structure in such a way 

that he or she can use it.  

 

6. Conclusion 

From a general perspective, taking into account the results found in the pre-test and the post-

test of both activities, it can be argued, although not conclusively, that in most of the 

participants, the subtitles have been of great support in terms of recognising the grammatical 

structure found in cleft sentences compared to those who have not been able to have them. So, 

subtitles at this level of English proficiency are not a handicap but rather a support to the 

language acquisition. It is worth mentioning that the results should not be taken into account 

as totally reliable since the study has some shortcomings. What can be drawn from this study 

is that although the acquisition of grammar through audio-visual content is not a highly 

studied field, it is a technique that deserves study so that it can be considered in the classroom 

in the near future.  
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Annexes 

Annex 1 

                                                                     

In this activity you should rate each of the 

sentences from 0 to 10 depending on the 

level of familiarity that you attribute to 

each of them being 0 the lower level of 

familiarity and 10 the highest.  

- It is Mike who takes Sally to the 

party tonight.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is always raining on Christmas.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is a beautiful day, but yesterday 

it was cold.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is her dedication which they 

question.   

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is a requisite for this job to have 

obtained the Catalan B2 level.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is too dark in here, I need a 

jacket.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is the au-pair that comes with us.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is normal that the puppies do not 

want to separate from the mothers 

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

 

- It is a trend wearing green jackets.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is here that she lives now.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is a simple premise and yet, at 

the same time, an article of faith 

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is time to go, pack your stuff.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It‟s me that deserves punishing, not 

you.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is so cute the way you two flirt 

with each other. 

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is so full of wildlife.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is you that I love.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is the most stunning view I have 

never seen.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

- It is the only difference between 

them.  

o 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 
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Annex 2 

In this activity you should answer which 

answer is more suitable to complete the 

sentences:  

- −−−−−−− that lends him the money to 

buy new clothes. 

o Mary  

o Mary is 

o It is Mary 

- _______ always like this, and it 

shouldn‟t be.  

o Isn‟t  

o It is 

o Is it 

- −−−−−−− that reminds you that you 

have to take a break every now and 

then.  (cleft) 

o Me it is  

o Is it me 

o It is me 

- For you _________ very easy, isn‟t 

it? 

o Is it 

o It is 

o It is me 

 

- −−−−−− that tells all the secrets and 

does not keep them.   

o It is John  

o John it is 

o Is John it 

 

- ________ better to enjoy the present 

than living in the past forever.  

o Is it 

o It is 

o Isn‟t  

- _______ that comes up with the best 

of the ideas. (cleft) 

o It is Margaret 

o Margaret it is 

o Is it Margaret  

- ________ the least we can do. 

o There is 

o Is it 

o It is 

 

 

 

 

 

 


