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ABSTRACT

Aim/Purpose This exploratory qualitative case study examines the perceptions of high-
school learners of English regarding a pedagogical intervention involving
progressive reduction of captions (full, sentence-level, keyword captions, and
no-captions) in enhancing language learning.

Background Recognizing the limitations of caption usage in fostering independent listen-
ing comprehension in non-captioned environments, this research builds
upon and extends the foundational work of Vanderplank (2016), who high-
lighted the necessity of a comprehensive blend of tasks, strategies, focused
viewing, and the need to actively engage language learners in watching cap-
tioned materials.

Methodology Using a qualitative research design, the participants were exposed to
authentic video texts in a five-week listening course. Participants completed
an entry survey, and upon interaction with each captioning type, they wrote
individual reflections and participated in focus group sessions. This
methodological approach allowed for an in-depth exploration of learners’
experiences across different captioning scenarios, providing a nuanced
understanding of the pedagogical intervention’s impact on their perceived
language development process.

Contribution By bridging the research-practice gap, our study offers valuable insights into
designing pedagogical interventions that reduce caption dependence, thereby
preparing language learners for success in real-world, caption-free listening
scenarios.
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Findings Our findings show that learners not only appreciate the varied captioning ap-
proaches for their role in supporting text comprehension, vocabulary acquisi-
tion, pronunciation, and on-task focus but also for facilitating the integration
of new linguistic knowledge with existing background knowledge. Crucially,
our study uncovers a positive reception towards the gradual shift from fully
captioned to uncaptioned materials, highlighting a stepwise reduction of cap-
tion dependence as instrumental in boosting learners’ confidence and sense
of achievement in mastering [.2 listening skills.

Recommendations The implications of our findings are threefold: addressing input selection,

for Practitioners task design orchestration, and reflective practices. We advocate for a deliber-
ate selection of input that resonates with learners’ interests and contextual re-
alities alongside task designs that progressively reduce caption reliance and
encourage active learner engagement and collaborative learning opportuni-
ties. Furthermore, our study underscores the importance of reflective prac-
tices in enabling learners to articulate their learning preferences and strate-
gies, thereby fostering a more personalized and effective language learning
experience.

Recommendations Listening comprehension is a complex process that can be clearly influenced

for Researchers by the input, the task, and/or the learner characteristics. Comparative studies
may struggle to control and account for all these variables, making it chal-
lenging to attribute observed differences solely to caption reduction.

Impact on Society  This research responds to the call for innovative teaching practices in lan-
guage education. It sets the stage for future inquiries into the nuanced dy-
namics of caption usage in language learning, advocating for a more learner-
centered and adaptive approach.

Future Research Longitudinal quantitative studies that measure comprehension as captions
support is gradually reduced (full, partial, and keyword) are strongly needed.
Other studies could examine a range of individual differences (working
memory capacity, age, levels of engagement, and language background) when
reducing caption support. Future research could also examine captions with
students with learning difficulties and/or disabilities.

Keywords caption reliance, pedagogical innovation, listening comprehension, language
learning, Chile
INTRODUCTION

Integrating multimodal input in language education has created new opportunities for enhancing lan-
guage learning. Among these resources, video captioned materials have garnered significant attention
for their potential to provide visual text in sync with spoken words. While research broadly supports
the positive impact of captions on comprehension, indicating that their use is generally more benefi-
cial than not using them, there remains a concern that an over-reliance on captions may limit learn-
ers’ ability to adapt to environments without them.

In our work, we extrapolate the concept of scaffolding, where support is gradually withdrawn as
learners become more proficient, promoting independence and confidence in the target language to
make a case for progressive caption reduction. Caption reduction is understood as the systematic de-
crease in the amount or complexity of text displayed as captions on video content. We contend that
this approach helps transition learners from relying heavily on written text to enhance comprehen-
sion towards greater reliance on listening skills and directly understanding spoken language.
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This study examines the petceptions of a group of high-school EFL learners regarding a pedagogical
intervention involving progressive reduction of captions (full, partial, or sentence-level, keyword cap-
tions, and no-captions) in listening comprehension tasks. It is motivated by both theoretical and con-
textual reasons. Theoretically, firstly, caption research has grown exponentially as Glinter Burger’s
frequently updated database (https://www.fremdsprache-und-spielfilm.de/Captions.htm) of research
on captions shows, as well as recent reviews (Montero Perez, 2022; Rodgers & Webb, 2017,
Vanderplank, 2019a). Recent research has examined caption benefits from the perspective of com-
prehension (Avello & Mufioz, 2023; Pujadas & Mufloz, 2020; Rodgers & Webb, 2017), vocabulary
learning (Montero Perez, 2022), grammar (M. Lee & Révész, 2020; Pattemore & Mufioz, 2022), and
pronunciation (Mohsen & Mahdi, 2021; Wisniewska & Mora, 2020). The focus has been primarily on
quantitative and comparative designs and in studies conducted in laboratory-like conditions, contrib-
uting to the research-practice gap in language education (Cardenas-Claros et al., 2023; Sato & Loe-
wen, 2019). Moreover, explanations of why and how students use different types of captions remain
top-down and do not often represent the L2 learners’ views.

Secondly, while existing studies generally support the benefits of captions and agree that the use of
captions, irrespective of caption type, is better for comprehension than the non-use of captions
(Guillory, 1998; P.-]. Lee et al., 2021; Montero Perez, 2022; Montero Perez, Peters, Clarebout, &
Desmet, 2014; Rodgers & Webb, 2017), concerns persist about potential over-reliance hindering
students’ adaptability to caption-free environments (Leveridge & Yang, 2013, 2014; Rooney, 2014;
Vanderplank, 2016; Yeldham, 2018). Yeldham (2018) summarizes this view:

[TThe danger that [captions] could lead viewers to ovetly rely on [them]. They could develop en-
trenched viewing strategies dependent on including the use of captions to the extent that they
are largely unable to transfer these abilities to settings where captions are unavailable (p.15).

Thirdly, research on students’ perceptions regarding captions is scarce (Montero Perez, 2022; Stewart
& Pertusa, 2004; Vanderplank, 2019b; Wang, 2012). So, we know that captions do aid comprehen-
sion problems, but we do not know much about students’ acceptance of captions for language learn-
ing purposes. Recent work has investigated students’ perception of caption reliance (P.-J. Lee et al.,
2021; Leveridge & Yang, 2013, 2014) and found that students rely on captions. Notably, no studies
have specifically examined informed pedagogical interventions aimed at reducing students’ reliance
on captions — a gap this study addresses.

Contextually, the study is situated in the challenging landscape of EFL listening comprehension in
Chile (Cardenas-Claros & Dassonvalle, 2022). The pressing need to address the low proficiency levels
of high school students, as evidenced by national standardized examinations (TOEIC, KET, and
APTIS for Teens), provides a meaningtul backdrop for investigating the perceptions of gradual re-
duction in caption reliance as an alternative approach to helping 1.2 listeners.

We contend that a way forward to enable L2 listeners to successfully operate in caption-free environ-
ments is gradually reducing caption reliance to the point of absence. In our pedagogical innovation,
we followed closely Vanderplank’s (2016) suggestion that for language learners to benefit from inter-
action with captions, at least twofold measures should be set in place: (1) teachers should propose
pedagogical ways to engage students through the full orchestration of tasks, strategies, and focused
viewing, and (2) learners should be actively involved and not simply “sitting back” and watching cap-
tioned materials.

LITERATURE REVIEW

CAPTION TYPES

Caption use assumes that language learners may read and understand aural input at a reasonable
speed, so various types of captions may influence listeners differently. For learners with strong read-
ing skills, full captions or verbatim written transcriptions in video synchronized with the audio may
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ease language learning; indeed, simultaneous verbal and visual representations of the same input can
compensate for learners’ lack of ability to map written forms into spoken ones (Montero Perez, Pe-
ters, Clarebout, & Desmet, 2014). Partial or sentence-level captions require learners to actively focus
their attention to connect the text they see with the spoken words they hear shortly after, a process
that demands cognitive engagement to align visual and auditory information. However, because par-
tial captions are limited to key sentences rather than the full text, they may help learners concentrate
more on the listening aspect of the material as they reduce the overall amount of reading required.
Keyword captions focus on content words that convey the most meaning from the text and have
been shown to likely aid learner concentration on aural messages over visual text (Abobaker, 2017;
Vanderplank, 2016), although some learners have also found them distracting (Montero Perez, Pe-
ters, Clarebout, & Desmet, 2014).

RESEARCH ON CAPTIONS

Research on the use of captions for language learning has predominantly been comparative in nature,
with few studies exploring learners’ perceptions of caption use. We constructed this state-of-the-art
review following the work of Montero Perez (2022). We identified two areas in caption research: (1)
the effects of different caption types on language learning and (2) studies investigating students’ pet-
ceptions of caption use.

Effects of caption types on language learning

Research efforts have focused on identifying the types of captions that promote listening compre-
hension. Guillory (1998) studied 202 adult French learners under three caption conditions: full-cap-
tion, keyword, and none. Results indicated both full-caption and keyword captions improved com-
prehension over no captions, with negligible differences between the full and keyword types. Guillory
suggested keyword captions might similarly aid learning by focusing attention on auditory compre-
hension. In a related study, Abobaker (2017) employed a quasi-experimental design to assess the im-
pact of keyword captions, full captions, and transcripts on 80 English learners at beginner and ad-
vanced levels. Findings showed beginners benefited more from full captions, whereas advanced
learners did better with keyword captions. Teng (2019) examined 182 students watching English
short story videos under three conditions: fully-captioned, keyword-captioned, and non-captioned.
The study revealed that full captions led to superior global comprehension across all learners, and
higher English proficiency among learners improved more significantly when viewing the video
twice.

Other work focused on caption types and vocabulary learning gains. Montero Perez, Peters,
Clarebout, and Desmet (2014) compared the impact of full captions, keyword captions, full captions
with highlighted keywords, and non-captioned materials on vocabulary learning with 133 high-inter-
mediate learners of French. Results showed that the keyword and full captions with highlighted key-
words groups performed as well as the full captions group on vocabulary recognition tests and out-
performed the control group. The keyword groups also outperformed the control group on the mul-
tiple-choice meaning recognition test (i.e., choosing correct translations of target words). According
to Montero Perez, Peters, Clarebout, and Desmet (2014), the findings suggest that keyword captions
and/or full captions with highlighted keywords might not only encourage learner attention but also
beneficially affect the initial acquisition of word meanings.

The effects of different caption types on grammar and pronunciation have also been examined. Yang
and Chang (2014) examined three types of captions and their contribution to learning reduced forms.
Forty-four EFL learners from Taiwan worked in three groups: full caption, keyword-only, and anno-
tated keyword. The keyword caption adds symbols to the captions to make reduced forms more sali-
ent. Hach group was exposed to 51 short video clips, which only differed in the provision of caption
types, and used a pre-test and post-test design. Through the comparison of results, Yang and Chang
(2014) reported that the participants improved their performance from the pre-test to the post-test
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and that the annotated keyword caption group showed the best ability to recognize reduced forms
across groups.

When investigating the effects of caption use on pronunciation, Mahdi (2017) analyzed the effects of
full captions and keyword captions on pronunciation with 34 Arabic speakers learning English and
found that both full and keyword captions improved learners’ pronunciation, with no significant dif-
ferences between the two types of captions. Although one of the only studies reporting pronuncia-
tion gains, Mahdi’s report lacks information on the proficiency of the learners, the description of pre-
and post-tests, and the criteria to determine whether a word was correctly pronounced or not.
Mohsen and Mahdi’s (2021) study with 55 Arab learners of English viewed videos with full, partial,
or no captions. In addition to watching the videos, their opinions on learning with captioning were
collected through a survey. The outcomes of the pre-tests and post-tests revealed that the groups re-
ceiving captioning (either full or partial) outperformed the group without captioning in pronunciation
tests.

The above studies seem to suggest that any amount of captions is better than non-caption materials
for comprehension (Abobaker, 2017; Guillory, 1998; Montero Perez, Peters, Clarebout, & Desmet,
2014) and vocabulary learning (Montero Perez, Peters, Clarebout, & Desmet, 2014), that the type of
captions preferred and how these are used depend on listener proficiency (Abobaker, 2017; Montero
Perez et al,, 2013; Sydorenko, 2010; Teng, 2019; Vanderplank, 2016), and that pronunciation im-
proves, irrespective of the type of captions used (Mahdi, 2017; Mohsen & Mahdi, 2021).

Research on students’ perceptions of captions

Research on perceptions about captions has been predominantly done in two areas: students’ atti-
tudes toward the use of captions and students’ perceptions of caption reliance. Research on students’
petceptions about captions is generally positive for various reasons. Stewart and Pertusa (2004) re-
ported that 75% of their participants agreed or strongly agreed that they learned new vocabulary
thanks to captions and noted a preference for L2 captions over L1 subtitles. Winke et al. (2010)
found that L2 learners use captions like a ‘crutch,” “just to double-check to make sure that what you
are hearing is correct” (p. 79). Vanderplank (2019b) reported participants’ positive attitudes as a re-
sult of working with captions. The participants in his study noted that captions were “a reassuring
and often helpful presence” and “useful for the parts in which there were new words” that students
did not know (p. 112). More recently, Mirzaei et al. (2017) examined keyword captions with learners
of English from Japan. They found that partial and synchronized captions were preferred, theoreti-
cally and pedagogically, because they encouraged students to focus more on the aural input than on
the written one. Montero Perez, Peters, and Desmet (2014) compared the effects and perceptions of
two caption types: full captions and keyword captions. Montero Perez, Peters, and Desmet (2014, p.
35) observed that full captions aided in vocabulary recognition, speech segmentation, and compre-
hension, especially with fast speech, accents, and unclear pronunciation, while keyword captions were
seen as potentially distracting and confusing. Mohsen and Mahdi (2021) reported that approximately
80% of their participants noted a perceived improvement in their pronunciation after watching the
captioned videos. Video captioning was reported to facilitate independent learning of word pronunci-
ation, assist in understanding correct pronunciation, and aid in correcting pronunciation errors,

Students’ reliance on captions

Researchers have also investigated students’ perception of caption reliance. Leveridge and Yang
(2014) examined 139 Taiwanese learners of English as they worked with full captions, completed the
Caption Reliance Test (CRT), and were interviewed. They reported that the overall perceived reliance
on captions “was significantly related to actual reliance as assessed by the CRT” (p. 545), which sug-
gests that, even if listeners may face some challenges in reflection tasks, the qualitative reports from
learners themselves can still be reliable. In a more recent study, P.-J. Lee et al. (2021) explored learn-
ers’ self-reported caption reliance when comparing the effects of full, partial, and no captions on L2
learners’ comprehension. They reported that learners in a high captioning reliance group performed
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best on a comprehension test after watching an 11-minute TED talk with full captions (as compared
with partial and no captions). However, learners in the low captioning reliance group scored best un-
der a partial captioning condition.

As noted previously, the above studies have primarily followed comparative designs to favor one
caption type over the other. Also, while the studies mention learners’ positive attitudes towards cap-
tions and their reliance on them for vocabulary acquisition and comprehension, there is room for
more in-depth qualitative research to understand learners’ experiences, challenges, and preferences in
using captions beyond quantitative measures of reliance and comprehension. Moreover, no studies to
our knowledge have examined informed pedagogical interventions aimed at progressively reducing
students’ reliance on captions. Our research questions are:

1. What are the perceptions of high-school learners of English regarding a pedagogical
innovation that includes three types of captions (full, partial, and keyword) in video-based
materials?

2. What are the perceptions of high-school EFL learners regarding the absence of captions
after progressive caption reduction?

METHOD

We used an exploratory qualitative case study design to investigate perceptions of gradually reducing
captions to absence with 11 high-school learners of English. Following research guidelines from
Miles et al. (2014), a series of measures were taken to enhance study dependability, trustworthiness,
and quality. These measures also informed the selection of the participants, materials design, and the
data collection and analysis procedures. This study adheres to Creswell’s (2013) definition of ‘case’
within case study research as a ‘contemporary bounded system’ (p. 97). In this work, such a system is
understood to be a group of Chilean learners of English from the same school.

PARTICIPANTS

The participants were recruited using criterion-based sampling. In our study, we looked for partici-
pants who were able to commit to a five-week intervention, as the study took place after regular
school hours. Twelve participants were accepted for the study under the premise that a qualitative
study’s depth and richness of data are not necessarily determined by the number of participants but
by the quality of information they provide (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As one of the participants
dropped out, there were 11 language learners (10 female, 1 male) (Table 1).

Table 1. Participants

Participants Age

Pedro, Noelia, Sofia* 14

Carol, Nelly, Kath, Marfa, Ambar, Belén, and Camila 16

Julia 17
*Pseudonyms

The observed gender imbalance reflects the volunteer pool rather than an intentional selection, high-
lighting the need for future studies to strive for more gender-balanced sampling. Learners ranged in
age from 14 to 17 years old and belonged to the A2 level according to the CEFR. Proficiency was de-
termined with the Key English Test (Cambridge English, 2016) and an in-house test given to stu-
dents at the start of the year. Participants with pre-intermediate proficiency were selected because re-
search has shown that while beginners tend to read off captions, advanced proficiency listeners use
them as mere text comprehension backups (Leveridge & Yang, 2014; Yeldham, 2018). Other than
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watching captioned movies and singing along with lyrics, participants had no formal instruction on
how to use captioned videos for language learning.

PEDAGOGICAL INTERVENTION

The pedagogical intervention was built to orchestrate tasks, focus viewing, and active student partici-
pation. First, to engage students through tasks, the pedagogical intervention was built upon previous
work by Ramirez-Orellana (2014). A needs analysis was used to identify students’ interests and pre-
ferred media formats. Accordingly, the four-unit syllabus and associated sample lessons revolved
around the topic of ‘teenage issues’ as portrayed in different media: music, animated cartoons, TV
series, and movies (Table 2). Also, each lesson was structured into pre-, while-, and post-listening for-
mats. Second, to engage students through focused viewing, the goal for the design of captioned ma-
terials was that these did not become a crutch on which listeners relied too heavily but instead ena-
bled listeners to perform activities as they advanced in listening competence. Third, to promote ac-
tive student participation, each lesson was designed to encourage students to listen to the texts and
construct meaning collaboratively through games and role-playing. In each lesson, students were as-
signed roles and each role conveyed different purposes for listening.

Table 2. Lesson sequencing, objectives, and input text characteristics

Units

Objectives

Types of texts

Unit 1: Music in
my teens!

Recognize the speaker’s use of language
(formal, informal) with full captions.
Predict the speaker’s message and
meaning with full captions.

Song: Fireworks
Length: 03:50 mins
WPM: 89.48

Unit 2: Teenagers
and family life in
cartoons

Recognize context and main ideas with
partial captions.

Rank order the main events with partial
captions.

TV series snippet: Daria
Length: 02:10 mins
WPM: 133.38

Unit 3: Teenager
stereotypes in
movies

Recognize specific information with
keyword captions.

Compare the literal and implied
meaning of the message with keyword
captions.

TV series snippet: Nerds and
Geeks in film and television
Length: 02:00 mins

WPM: 143

Movie snippet: Mean Girls
Length: 01:58 mins.
WPM: 167.

Unit 4: Teenage
issues in TV seties

Summarize the main ideas and
supporting details.
No caption support.

TV series snippet: Sabrina the
Gecek

Length: 02:08 mins

WPM: 202

MATERIALS

For input text selection, we followed the principle of “grade the task, not the text,” as suggested in
Vandergrift and Goh’s (2012) work to favor the use of authentic input. This decision also aligns with
language teaching practices in Chile, where teachers resort to authentic input that addresses the con-
tent with no further text manipulation (Cardenas-Claros, 2020). Moreover, the selected texts ad-
dressed students’ needs and interests, as found in the needs analysis by Ramirez-Orellana (2014).
Also, as this was not a comparative study, we selected texts with different text lengths and speed of
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reproduction. Input texts were deemed appropriate for the targeted proficiency level, given their
length, speed of reproduction, and vocabulary complexity. The selected videos were captioned using
the DivXL and media subtitler freeware version 2.1.2, which allows users to create and edit external
subtitle or caption files for AVI, MPG, WMV, and all types of videos (Divxland, 2017). Full captions
in our study were a verbatim written transcription of the content of the video synchronized with the
audio. The captions were displayed at the bottom of the video, as seen in Figure 1.

Come on, show 'em what you're worth
[ ——
C T |
P wmEwm B O =EeX

Figure 1. Full captions

Aware that in most research designs, keywords are one type of partial captions (P.-J. Lee et al., 2021;
Montero Perez, Peters, Clarebout, & Desmet, 2014), in this study, we distinguish from partial cap-
tions or sentence-level captions and keyword captions. Partial captions entail the verbatim transcrip-
tion of full sentences that convey idea units. We opted for partial or sentence-level captioned materi-
als for learners to make the transition to keyword caption smooth and staged. Moving from full cap-
tions to keyword captions seemed an abrupt measure, as in full captions, reliance can be entirely from
text to audio and in keyword captions from audio to text. The sentence-level captions appeared in
synchrony with the spoken text and were also displayed at the bottom of the video. To select sen-
tences for partial captions, we employed expert judgment from two of the students’ regular language
teachers. These experts, with more than ten years of teaching experience, assessed together with the
authors which video segments contained essential information and key idea units for inclusion in the
captions (see Figure 2). For that, they were given the transcripts and were asked to (1) underline sen-
tences that convey the main points or central ideas of the video segment, (2) highlight information
that provided essential details or context necessary for understanding the main idea, and (3) prioritize
sentences that introduced target vocabulary words. Their suggestions were then discussed with the
researchers, and decisions were made accordingly.

As for keyword captions, similar to the work of P.-]. Lee et al. (2021), content words that conveyed
the most meaning appeared once they were heard in the text and vanished as new content was heard.
Analyses were performed using the HKU CAES vocabulary profiler to determine keywords. Key-
words were part of either the 1k or 2k most common words list.
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Figure 2. Partial or sentence-level caption

DATA COLLECTION MATERIALS AND PROCEDURES

The pedagogical intervention was implemented in a five-week period after consent and assent forms
were received and checked to comply with ethical procedures for the protection of minors. Classes
met twice a week in 90-minute sessions. In the first session, students shared their expectations with
the pedagogical intervention and completed an entry survey. This was a paper-based instrument that
gathered demographic information and assessed participant experience and familiarity with captioned
materials.

The sessions in which students were exposed to captioned materials (sessions 2 to 9) were classes
lasting about 60 minutes each. As our study focused on perceptions, we did not control any variables
but modeled our activities based on students’ regular class activities. Therefore, our participants de-
veloped pre-listening exercises and watched the captioned materials (sessions 2 and 3 — full-captions;
sessions 4 and 5 — partial caption; sessions 6 and 7 — keyword captions; and sessions 8 and 9 — no-
caption at all), completed comprehension questions, and did vocabulary exercises as part of the post-
listening exercises. At the beginning of each new caption session, students were explained about its
corresponding characteristics and then were given time to write a 3-minute reflection addressing the
prompt: “My expectations for this session are.”

Captioned videos were displayed via a data projector on a communal screen. Students worked collab-
oratively with assigned roles, discussed the topics of the listening texts, and completed associated
pre-listening, while-listening, and post-listening comprehension exercises. In the last 15 minutes of
each second session, participants were asked individually to complete paper-based written reflections
around three main prompts: (1) perceptions of the caption type used, (2) advantages/disadvantages
of the caption type used, and (3) whether their initial expectations have been met.

In the last session, we conducted a focus group in which participants reflected on their overall expe-
rience of the course. To avoid reflections being influenced by others’ opinions, participants were
asked to write their answers individually on Post-it notes. Then, Post-it notes were collected and dis-
played on a board, and participants were invited to elaborate on their answers.

DATA ANALYSIS

The data set consists of 11 entry-surveys, 44 written reflections, and a 65-minute focus group session.
To comply with procedures for qualitative data, reflections and focus group transcripts were read
several times to identify functions, themes, and explaining factors (Miles et al., 2014). Data analysis
was conducted in three rounds. In an initial round, the first author followed open coding techniques
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to identify students’ perceptions regarding benefits and drawbacks across caption types. Relying pri-
marily on data from the entry-surveys and the written reflections, the initial round of coding helped
the researcher name and classify petceptions that served for the coding protocol construction. Then,
the same author grouped students’ perceptions and established linkages from the data. The coding
protocol was then extended to account for the information derived from the focus group session. In
the third round, the second author coded 20% of the data to calculate inter-coder reliability, which
was 0.97. Triangulation of data sources (one entry-survey per participant, four reflections per partici-
pant, and a focus group session) and coders (two coders) was done to enhance dependability.

RESULTS

Analyses of listener perceptions about full, partial, and keyword captions show that the three types of
captions served two functions: (1) to assist — text comprehension, on-task focus, vocabulary learning,
and pronunciation, and (2) to integrate — written-word-to-sound mapping and background
knowledge into new knowledge. Findings also show that listeners positively valued transitioning from
full-captioned materials to non-captioned materials.

In this section, we elaborate on each of the functions and associated clusters that were identified
across data sets. Tables 3 and 4 summarize the function, provide definitions and sample data, report
the total number of times a cluster was mentioned, and list the number of participants reporting it.
Then, we discuss how progressive caption reduction, to the complete absence thereof, was perceived
by the participants. Also, to enhance transparency in the analysis, we provide full information about
the origin of the data; that is, a quote associated with “Kath, WR1-Q1, L2” should be understood as
a comment from Kath, stemming from the written reflection 1, question 1, line 2.

FUNCTION ONE: CAPTIONS ARE PERCEIVED TO ASSIST COMPREHENSION

In our analysis, assistance is understood as a perceived value of captions as explained by four clusters:
text comprehension, on-task focus, vocabulary learning, and pronunciation improvement (Table 3).

The first cluster, fext comprebension, is understood as how students perceive that the use of different
types of captions helps them understand text meanings. This cluster appeared across data sets 29
times and was mentioned at some point by all the participants.

Six participants stated that comprehension was eased when exposed to full captions. They were able
to confirm what they were listening to without feeling lost trying to understand the audio. Kath sig-
naled that she was able to “absorb” the whole content of what she was listening to and felt satisfied
with her performance. Ambar added that using full captions “helped her to understand perfectly
what she was listening to.”

Six participants also stressed that partial captions served as ancillary elements in assisting comprehen-
sion. Pedro described that partially captioned material helped him understand the text better. Noelia
and Marfa used the term ‘guide’ to refer to the type of support provided by partial captions. Noelia
went on to describe that, although she was unfamiliar with this type of video-based material, she be-
came comfortable with it as she progressed in the course. Other participants found partial captions
more challenging than full captions. Ambar, for instance, noted that with partial captions, she had to
attentively listen to aural input and synchronize ‘her ears and sight.” Inadvertently, she was constantly
‘waiting for the textual support to appear on screen,” and this affected comprehension. Ten partici-
pants also acknowledged partial captions as facilitators of listening comprehension.
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Table 3. Function one: Assistance

Cluster Definition Sample data # of # of
occurrences | participants

Text The use of different | “When I use captions, I understand 29 11
comprehension types of captions better English, but it should be a

eases the gradual process ...” (Kath, WR1-

understanding of Q1, L2¥).

aural input.
On-task focus The notion that “... although captions start being 17 9

using captions removed, you are already familiar-

requires listeners to | ized with them and have acquired

be focused on the new vocabulary, so you also start

listening exercise. paying more attention to the audio

... (Pedro, FG-Q2, L7).

Vocabulary The perception that | “... You can learn the meaning of 19 11
learning the use of captions the words ...” (Nelly, FG-Q1, 1.41-

aids vocabulary 42).

recognition and

learning,
Pronunciation The notion that “... When you use captions, you 8 6
improvement pronunciation is learn how to pronounce the words

learned ... (Belen, FG-Q1, L15-16).

* WR = Reflection; FG = Focus group; Q# = Question number; L# = Line in the transcription

The first cluster, fext comprebension, is understood as how students perceive that the use of different
types of captions helps them understand text meanings. This cluster appeared across data sets 29
times and was mentioned at some point by all the participants.

Six participants stated that comprehension was eased when exposed to full captions. They were able
to confirm what they were listening to without feeling lost trying to understand the audio. Kath sig-
naled that she was able to “absorb” the whole content of what she was listening to and felt satisfied
with her performance. Ambar added that using full captions “helped her to understand perfectly
what she was listening to.”

Six participants also stressed that partial captions served as ancillary elements in assisting comprehen-
sion. Pedro described that partially captioned material helped him understand the text better. Noelia
and Marfa used the term ‘guide’ to refer to the type of support provided by partial captions. Noelia
went on to describe that, although she was unfamiliar with this type of video-based material, she be-
came comfortable with it as she progressed in the course. Other participants found partial captions
more challenging than full captions. Ambar, for instance, noted that with partial captions, she had to
attentively listen to aural input and synchronize ‘her ears and sight.” Inadvertently, she was constantly
‘waiting for the textual support to appear on screen,” and this affected comprehension. Ten partici-
pants also acknowledged partial captions as facilitators of listening comprehension.

When working with keyword captions, eight participants perceived them as tools for scaffolding
comprehension. Ambar explained that keyword captions helped reinforce her listening comprehen-
sion skills since she was unknowingly “forced” to relate the keywords to the text to which she was
listening. Kath emphasized how listener attention is drawn to the most relevant words when concen-
trating on the input text. Camila and Sofia also claimed that keyword captions helped them “better
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develop” listening comprehension over full captions. Sofia acknowledged that using keyword cap-
tions did not initially contribute much to her text comprehension but gradually became easier for her
to understand. Four other participants also felt comfortable with keyword captions, which were seen
as “scaffolds” to listening comprehension.

For the second cluster, on-fask focus, nine participants agreed that captions helped them focus more
on the oral message. For instance, Carol and Kath stated that the dual input of full captions forced
them to focus on the text since they were “kind of expected” to read and listen to the text simultane-
ously. Marfa described full captions as elements that helped them focus better on the task. She re-
flected on how using full captions mimicked real-life tasks like watching movies. Carol and Maria re-
ported feeling at ease when using full captions and described overcoming the frustration experienced
in regular classes when exposed to audio-only listening exercises.

Belén and Carol highlighted the value of partial captions in aiding selective task attention. They pos-
ited that partial captions helped them to concentrate more on the task since the lack of other words
kept them alert to what was coming next.

For Julia, Camila, Noelia, Kath, and Nelly, keyword captions demand that listeners pay closer atten-

tion to aural input since only the most important words are provided. They felt that paying attention
to the on-screen keywords was crucial for keeping them on-task and not having their minds wander,
as when working with audio-only materials.

A third cluster, vocabulary learning, refers to the perception that the use of captions aids vocabulary
recognition and learning. This cluster appeared across data sets on 19 different occasions and was
mentioned by the 11 participants. Carol, Nelly, and Julia considered full captions a useful tool for ac-
quiring new words and learning how to write them. All participants pointed to learning new vocabu-
lary as a benefit of interacting with partial captions. Camila summarized this view: “Using partial cap-
tions was difficult during the first session, as I had to familiarize myself with this new type of cap-

tions; as lessons advanced; however, it was easier to remember and learn the words displayed” (Ca-
mila WR2, 1.2-3).

Being exposed to keywords was also indicated as a boon to vocabulary learning. Camila and six other
participants saw keyword captions as a potential vocabulary-building technique. Nelly found that key-
word captions allowed her to learn more vocabulary since the most important words were displayed
on the screen. Belén remarked that keyword captions allowed her to not only recognize but also learn
more vocabulary. Kath also supported this idea and acknowledged that her L2 vocabulary was greatly
enriched after the course.

The fourth and last theme, pronunciation, was mentioned in eight instances and by six participants. Pro-
nunciation in this work refers to listeners’ perceptions of how interactions with captions foster their
awareness of pronunciation cues and how this contributes to potentially improving their own pro-
nunciation. Six participants described full captions as useful in learning how target language words
are pronounced. They highlighted that, with full captions, listeners remember the pronunciation of
previous words, remarking that the pronunciation of difficult words was aided through simultaneous
seeing and hearing of words. In the reflection data, the participants did not specifically state the value
of partial or keyword captions for pronunciation purposes.

FUNCTION TwoO: CAPTIONS ARE PERCEIVED TO AID INTEGRATION OF
CONTENTS AND KNOWLEDGE

The second function, 7ntegration, refers to how captions allow listeners to combine one set of infor-
mation with another to form a whole. This integration was perceived in two ways: written-word-to-
sound mapping and previous content knowledge to new content knowledge (Table 4).

Written-word-to-sound mapping is the representation of sound and written text in the listeners’” minds.
Nine participants referred to this theme with different amounts of caption support, claiming they
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were able to relate words read with the aural stream of what they listened to. Noelia and Julia posited
that full captions allowed them to relate the sound heard in the video with the written form of the
text. Carol and four other participants agreed that partial captions enabled them to immediately cot-
roborate what they were listening to with the written texts. Camila remarked that if she was unable to
understand the audio, she was able to recognize the word sounds thanks to simultaneous exposure to
written texts.

Table 4. Function two: Integration of content and knowledge

. # of # of
Theme Definition Sample data . .
occurrences participants
Written word-to- | Mental representa- “... When you use captions, you 9 7
sound mapping tion of written text- can relate the audio with the
and-sound sound, so you can understand

the content of the videos better
...” (Julia, FG-Q1, L2).

Previous content | Integration of “... when using captions, if you 7 7
knowledge inte- previous content to don’t understand something,
gration develop the listening | you can relate it with previous

comprehension words from previous exercises

tasks. ...”7 (Julia, FG-Q3, L3).

Keyword captions were also identified as a means to help listeners map sound-to-written forms of
the language. Sofia and Kath remarked that as listeners, they were able to listen to the text and relate
the words that they had seen written.

The second theme, previons content knowledge integration, or how content knowledge the listener brings to
the listening episode is integrated with incoming information from the input text. Seven participants
referred to this theme. Julia mentioned that when using captions, though some ideas may not be un-
derstood, such ideas could still be related to content developed from previous videos and exercises.
At the end of the course, Kath remarked that she could better understand videos without captions
because previous classes had shown similar content aided by captions. Noelia emphasized that, due
to working with captions from previous classes, content materials seemed more familiar to her,
which helped her integrate what she had learned with the new information. This gave her a sense of
achievement and proficiency attainment. Marfa emphasized that she was able to relate what she had
learned using full captions with new content provided in partially captioned materials. Ambar praised
the transition from full captions to partial captions and noted that it was easier for her to understand
content with partial captions since full captions had been used previously with similar topics. Camila
also commented that partial captions allowed her to build up content knowledge, given that the se-
lected videos all addressed the same teenage issues and thus were on similar topics.

TRANSITIONING FROM DIFFERENT CAPTION TYPES TO NO-CAPTION

The second research question inquired about participants’ perceptions of their experience transition-
ing from working with captioned materials to non-captioned ones. Seven students signaled that they
were better able to understand input that had been seen in preceding sessions because they were
trained to work with full, partial, and keyword captions. The lack thereof was no longer an issue for
them. In their view, this gradual reduction of captions made the process of understanding “less chal-
lenging.” Ambar explained that using full captions was almost a “necessary step” to aid comprehen-
sion, given her previous experience with written texts. This, in her view, scaffolded subsequent en-
counters with progressive caption reduction.
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Carol described that working with videos without captions was only appropriate and useful for listen-
ing comprehension because the work had been “stepwise and done with the other three types of cap-
tions” (FG-Q2, L.25). She also stressed how, in the last session, although the videos had no captions,
she did not experience the regular frustration she experienced when working with listening materials
in the classroom. In her view, the gradual reduction of captions made the materials more engaging,
and, most importantly, she was able to overcome comprehension problems. Kath remarked that cap-
tions “are the best way to understand spoken English,” and she suggested that it should be a gradu-
ally reduced process so as not to create reliance in the long run. Kath recommended using videos
without captions, but to ensure that students really understood, she noted that “it should be a gradual
process” and that “teachers should not expect it to happen overnight.”

Nelly claimed that it is more difficult to understand aural input when textual support is not part of a
video. However, she admitted that work done in previous lessons helped her gradually recognize and
learn vocabulary, allowing her to understand the text messages. Belén and Noelia also remarked that
they were able to understand the video with no captions more easily due to the recycling of contents
and the exposure to the three caption types. Matfa also added that, after having worked with the final
non-captioned videos, she gained confidence and experienced first-hand that listening comprehen-
sion development was possible. Pedro, in comparing his first and last experiences between the full
caption and no caption sessions, stated that he was able to better understand the videos played in the
last class due to the training to let go of captions. Pedro noted that working with full, partial, and key-
word captions should be essential prior steps to exposing students to uncaptioned videos. Exception-
ally, Julia did not find much value in transitioning from full captions, partial, and keyword captions to
no captions. In the non-caption sessions, she still felt lost and struggled to understand the text. To
aid text comprehension, she had to “rely on L1 mental translation” (WR4, L3).

In an overall evaluation of the pedagogical intervention, students valued the input text selected and
the collaborative listening activities. Maria noted:

In our class, we mostly do grammar and complete worksheets ... when we do the
listening [activities], we always work alone, and we only listen from the book, we
never watch TV programs or songs ... Here, we watched videos ... and videos that
you watch in Spanish like Sabrina ... and yes, it is not that you can tell your ears not
to listen to other parts, but we all had to watch the whole thing, so we talked and
compared what we understood, and one remembers words from captions ... And
that was also very helpful (FG-Q3 41).

Similarly, participants valued the systematically structured lessons where they knew in advance that
they had to reflect on the types of captions. Belén summarized this view better: “I found myself con-
stantly thinking if captions were useful or not ... I knew that after each lesson I had to write my eval-
uation of the class” (FG-Q3, 47).

DISCUSSION

This study explored listeners’ perceptions of a pedagogical intervention that examined three types of
captions as they were gradually reduced to the point of absence. As noted in the results section, pat-
ticipants reported relying on captions to assist comprehension, on-task focus, vocabulary learning,
and pronunciation awareness. The choice of input that was meaningful, engaging, and familiar to par-
ticipants possibly aided the perception of improvement of text comprehension and aligned with the
work of Abobaker (2017), in which listeners relied on different types of captions to ease comprehen-
sion. Six participants also perceived that working with partial captions was more challenging than
working with full captions. Possibly, when working with full captions, the auditory signal seems to
have been disregarded altogether, as the participants perceived that attention resources were not nec-
essarily employed to understand the aural input but in waiting for the textual support offered by par-
tial captions (Taylor, 2005).
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In this study, keyword captions were perceived to afford learners valuable opportunities to focus
more on listening rather than on reading, a benefit also reported in Guillory’s (1998) work. The re-
sults show that captions were perceived to assist on-fask focus and highlighted the role of partial and
keyword captions in ‘forcing’ listeners to stay on task. This perception may be influenced by selective
attention processes afforded through partial and keyword captions. Similarly, Montero Perez, Peters,
Clarebout, and Desmet (2014) and Yang and Chang (2014) reported that keyword captions help lis-
teners increase their attention on the task.

Exposure to multimodal input may have also influenced listeners’ perception of vocabulary learning
(Hayati & Mohmedi, 2011; Montero Perez, Peters, Clarebout, & Desmet, 2014; Sydorenko, 2010;
Vanderplank, 2019a; Yang & Chang, 2014). Text salience afforded through partial and keyword cap-
tions, in particular, may have directed students’ attention to keywords, an essential condition for vo-
cabulary learning. Additionally, participants perceived that interaction with full captions assisted pro-
nunciation awareness. Similar findings were reported by Mohsen and Mahdi (2021) and Mahdi
(2017), who noted that the use of full captions “bridges the gap between reading and listening skills,
helping learners with pronunciation” (p.834). Interestingly, in this study, participants did not perceive
many benefits of using partial or keyword captions for improving pronunciation. It is possible that
when presented with keyword captions, listeners were unable to distinguish word boundaries as they
did not see the written words that came before and after. Moreover, a combination of a fast speech
rate and a rapid showing of keywords may not have given them enough time for listeners to stop and
think about pronunciation cues. Perhaps if they worked in a self-regulated environment, having to
decide when to use playback controls and for what purposes could have encouraged further reflec-
tion. Also, the participants were at a pre-intermediate level of proficiency in which automaticity is de-
veloping and attentional resources are distributed for other processes, thus affecting reflection.

The data also shows that listeners reported captions to be integrative tools that encouraged written-
word-to-sound mapping and integration of new content knowledge with previous knowledge. The
participants also reported the perceived benefits of full, partial, and keyword captions to assist writ-
ten word-to-sound mapping. These results need to be interpreted with consideration of the strong
literacy skills of the patticipants, given their previous instruction experience based on reading devel-
opment.

The provision of different caption types was seen as a content schemata activation device that listen-
ers relied on to integrate previous content knowledge with new knowledge. This finding aligns with
that reported by Winke et al. (2010), who found that caption use facilitates content knowledge inte-
gration. Also, participants reflected on how even if some ideas were not understood, captions helped
them to relate previous contents to missing information and thus construct new knowledge.

Additionally, the study results show that students valued transitioning from full caption to non-
caption materials, given the progressive support provided through captions. Two key findings have
to do with students’ perception that progressive reduction of captions aids text comprehension and
vocabulary learning. Similar findings are described by Vanderplank (2019b), who noted that
participant “HL used the captions more in the first half of the Spanish film, £/ Niro, since the
number of unfamiliar words was much greater during the first half” (p. 413). These perceptions were
likely influenced by the carefully designed syllabus and the informed materials selection. Videos were
not only engaging for the learners but also revolved around a single topic, “teenage issue,” which
yielded vocabulary and content recycling from one lesson to the next, and this may have influenced
the perception of comprehension improvement. Also, the multimodal input afforded through
captions may have supported recognition and implicit learning of words that re-occur later without
captions (Sydorenko, 2010; Vanderplank, 2019b). Despite the stepwise intervention, the participants
in this study did not perceive partial and keyword captions to aid pronunciation awareness. They did
not have the option of regressing as the videos were projected on a communal screen. If they got
distracted, the video simply kept advancing to new frames, making the identification of
pronunciation cues challenging. All the participants, except for one, praised the gradual and stepwise
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reduction of captions. This reduction helped listeners overcome comprehension breakdowns and
gave listeners a sense of accomplishment.

Most participants also valued the opportunities provided for reflection both through the collabora-
tive listening activities and the reflection logs they completed after each session. While the collabora-
tive listening activities ‘forced’ listeners to self-monitor and peer-monitor text comprehension, the
written reflections prompted them to reflect, monitor, and keep track of whether and how each type
of caption contributed to listening competence development.

IMPLICATIONS, CAVEATS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The findings stem from the reflections of 11 high-school learners of English. However, pedagogical
implications can be extended to broader language-learning communities. We extend Vanderplank’s
(2016) suggestion to note that to reap the benefits of gradual reduction of captions, input selection,
orchestration of task design, strategies, focused viewing, and opportunities for reflection are crucial.
With regard to input selection, teachers and curriculum designers should consider contextual factors
and address students’ needs and interests. Input texts need to be meaningful, cater to listener inter-
ests, and be presented through a variety of media formats and genres, as noted in the needs analysis
that served as input for the design of the pedagogical intervention for this study.

Task design orchestration is also imperative to promote the active participation of the students as
well as the effective use of captioned video materials. This study noted three key aspects: a progres-
sive reduction of captions, sequencing of lessons that followed a pre-, while-, and post-listening for-
mat, and provision of opportunities for collaborative listening. Designing a pedagogical intervention
around full lessons, not data-collection-only sessions, gave participants the opportunity to interact
with different caption types and to perceive the benefits of caption reduction for language learning.
Structuring lessons using a pre-, while, and post-listening format helped learners prepare for the task,
activate background knowledge, and establish a benchmark of what they were able to do with the
support of each caption type. Including activities that promoted collaborative listening, where listen-
ers not only activated previous knowledge or confirmed text comprehension but were given different
roles and thus different listening purposes, helped listeners develop a sense of community and helped
perceive caption reduction as beneficial for comprehension. Complementarily, providing opportuni-
ties for reflection was also crucial. Giving students time to stop, think, and reflect on if and how they
benefited from each type of caption helped them construct informed opinions that were later shared
in the focus group discussion.

The findings presented here should be interpreted with some caveats in mind. Success in 1.2 listening
with captioned materials relies on student literacy (Avello & Mufioz, 2023). Therefore, interventions
like the one presented here are most appropriate for contexts where students have a foundation in
reading and sound and written systems are similar to English. With L.2 learners whose L1s writing
scripts are very different (as with Arabic, Hebrew, Japanese, Chinese, and Korean), the perceptions
might be different, and a more active intervention would be needed to reap the benefits of progres-
sive caption reduction for L2 listening comprehension. Also, results should be interpreted in the con-
text from which they originated. As we favored the use of authentic input, the captioned materials
used for this study have inevitably differing lengths and WPMs. We acknowledge that text character-
istics may pose different challenges to the learners, and this may have an impact on their perception.

Avenues for further research are multiple. As this is a qualitative study, longitudinal quantitative stud-
ies that measure comprehension and/or vocabulary learning as captions support is gradually reduced
(full, partial, and keyword) are strongly needed. This would entail using research designs that include

larger sample sizes or control for different variables, using texts with similar characteristics, and these
decisions might be at the expense of authentic text use. These studies could examine a range of indi-

vidual differences (working memory capacity, age, levels of engagement, and language background).
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Future research could also examine captions with students with learning difficulties and/or disabili-
ties. We contend that progressively reducing captions not only aids language learning but may offer a
means of making language classrooms more inclusive, a goal of many teachers and schools these
days. Future research initiatives could also look at the effects of caption reduction when displayed on
different media. With the increasing use of handheld computing devices and the extent of commut-
ing times for language learners, extensive listening projects in self-regulated environments that com-
bine different types of captions could be examined.

On a final note, the findings reported here invite teachers and researchers to continue to examine
how to best reduce reliance on captions and thus enable L2 listeners to cope with L2 listening in
caption-free environments.
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