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Abstract 

The term “digital natives” was coined in 2001 (Prensky) to illustrate a common narrative that mod-

ern teenagers are acclimatised to digital environments. In recent years, the debate has focused on 

social media. One of the claims made in favour of allowing teenagers to use platforms such as Tik-

Tok is that it broadens their English vocabulary. TikTok is a social media platform that has recently 

gained popularity especially amongst youth. As an application, TikTok provides versatile content in 

various different overlapping forms. This thesis examines whether Finnish ninth grade pupils are 

able to learn new L2 English vocabulary from watching TikTok videos with no intentional vocabu-

lary teaching. Hence, the focus of this study is on incidental L2 vocabulary learning through social 

media platform TikTok. The aim of this study is to understand how the context in which unfamiliar 

vocabulary appears impacts the learning, and how consuming media content such as TikTok videos 

might broaden pupils’ vocabulary. In order to achieve this goal, the study defined three research 

questions concerning 1) the size of the participants’ English vocabulary, 2) what impact does 

watching TikTok videos have on vocabulary knowledge and 3) how the contexts in which the vo-

cabulary appear in affect the learning of the individual words.  

 

The data for this study consist of material from a pre-test, intervention, and a post-test. The pre-test 

consists of an adapted version of the Vocabulary Size Test (VST) by Paul Nation that incorporates 

the test vocabulary from the chosen TikTok videos. The test consists of 140 test items in a form on 

multiple-choice questions and determines the receptive vocabulary sizes of the participants. The 

intervention consists of showing the participants a selection of six different TikTok videos in a vari-

ety of syntactic and semantic contexts. After the intervention, the retention of the chosen test items 

was investigated by using an adapted version of the Vocabulary Knowledge Test (VKT) by Pari-

bakth and Wesche (1997). The analyses of the data from the VST consist of calculating the vocabu-

lary sizes for each participant as well as analysing the distribution of those vocabulary sizes. The 

VKT analysis includes calculating the VKT scores of each participant and well as calculating and 

comparing the VKT results of the individual test items. After, the contexts of the test items were 

analysed to reveal the impact context has on retention of the test items. 

 

The vocabulary sizes of the participants ranged from 3,300 word families to 9,900 word families, 

indicating that most of the participants’ vocabulary belonged to what Schmitt and Schmitt (2014) 

refer to as the “mid-frequency” range. That is, the participants had sufficiently advanced vocabulary 

to manage basic situations but were not able to handle advanced academic or specialist vocabulary. 

The results of the study revealed that watching TikTok videos can lead to recognition of the previ-

ously unfamiliar words. However, only the retention of one test item was statistically significant, 
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which implies that incidental vocabulary learning alone is not a sufficient way of retaining new L2 

English vocabulary, but that deliberate vocabulary teaching is required as well. The contexts of the 

test items were found to affect the vocabulary learning, and the most influential contextual aspects 

found in this study were repetition and humour.  

 

Keywords: social media, TikTok, vocabulary learning, incidental learning, vocabulary size, vocabu-

lary depth  
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Tiivistelmä 

Termi ”diginatiivit” keksittiin vuonna 2001 (Prensky) kuvaamaan kuvatakseen yleistä käsitystä 

siitä, kuinka nykypäivän nuoret ovat sopeutuneet digitaalisiin ympäristöihin. Viime vuosina 

keskustelu on keskittynyt erityisesti sosiaaliseen mediaan. Yhden nuorten sosiaalisen median 

käyttöä puoltavan väitteen mukaan esimerkiksi TikTokin kaltaiset alustat laajentaisivat nuorten 

englannin kielen sanavarastoa. TikTok on sosiaalisen median alusta, joka on kasvattanut viime 

aikoina nopeasti suosiotaan erityisesti nuorten keskuudessa tarjoten monipuolista sisältöä tekstien 

eri muodoissa. Tässä tutkielmassa tarkastellaan sitä, että oppivatko suomalaiset 

yhdeksäsluokkalaiset uutta englannin kielen sanastoa TikTokin kautta ilman tarkoituksellista 

englannin kielen opetusta. Tutkielmassa täten keskitytään englannin sanaston oheisoppimiseen 

TikTokin kautta. Tutkielman tavoitteena on ymmärtää kuinka tuntemattomien sanojen konteksti 

vaikuttaa oppimiseen ja kuinka TikTok-videoiden katsominen saattaa laajentaa osallistujien 

englannin sanavarastoa. Tämän tavoitteen saavuttamiseksi määritettiin kolme tutkimuskysymystä 

koskien 1) osallistujien englannin kielen sanavaraston kokoa, 2) sitä, miten TikTok videoiden 

katselu vaikuttaa sanaston tietämykseen ja 3) sitä, miten sanojen konteksti vaikuttaa yksittäisten 

sanojen oppimiseen. 

 

Tutkielman aineisto koostuu esitestistä, interventiosta, sekä jälkitestistä. Esitestinä toimi muokattu 

versio Paul Nationin sanavarastoa mittaavasta testistä (engl. Vocabulary Size Test (VST)), johon on 

sisällytetty valittujen TikTok-videoiden sanastoa. Testiin sisältyi 140 monivalintakysymystä, jotka 

määrittivät osallistujien reseptiivisen sanavaraston koon. Interventio koostui kuuden eri TikTok-

videon katsomisesta. Videot sisälsivät materiaalia monessa eri syntaktisessa ja semanttisessa 

kontekstissa. Intervention jälkeen koesanojen oppimista tutkittiin Paribakhtin ja Weschen (1997) 

sanaston osaamista mittaavalla testillä (engl. Vocabulary Knowledge Test (VKT)). VST:n analyysi 

koostui jokaisen osallistujan sanavaraston koon laskemisesta sekä tulosten jakauman 

analysoimisesta. VKT:n analyysi puolestaan koostui kokeeseen osallistujien pisteiden laskemisesta 

sekä yksittäisten koesanojen pisteytyksen laskemisesta ja analysoinnista. Viimeisessä vaiheessa 

koesanojen konteksteja analysoitiin, jotta saataisiin selville, miten konteksti vaikuttaa 

tuntemattomien sanojen oppimiseen. 

 

Osallistujien sanavarastojen koot vaihtelivat 3,300 sanaperheestä 9,900 sanaperheeseen, mikä 

osoittaa, että suurin osa osallistujien sanavarastosta on toistumistiheydeltään keskitasoa (Schmitt ja 

Schmitt, 2014). Tämä tarkoittaa sitä, että osallistujien sanavarasto oli riittävän edistyksellistä 

jokapäiväisen kielen ymmärtämiseksi, mutta ei tarpeeksi laajaa akateemisen sanaston tai 

asiantuntijasanaston ymmärtämiseksi. TikTok-videoiden katsominen voi tutkimustulosten 
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perusteella johtaa aikaisemmin tuntemattomien sanojen tunnistamiseen. Kuitenkin vain yksi 

koesanojen tuloksista oli tilastollisesti merkittävä. Oheisoppiminen ei siis yksin ole riittävä tapa 

uuden englannin kielen sanaston oppimiselle, vaan tarkoituksellinen opettaminen on myös 

tarpeellista. Tutkimuksen tulosten mukaan tuntemattomien sanojen konteksti vaikuttaa sanaston 

oppimiseen. Merkittävimmiksi kontekstuaalisiksi vaikuttajiksi osoittautuivat sanojen toistojen 

määrä sekä huumori.  

 

Avainsanat: sosiaalinen media, TikTok, sanaston oppiminen, oheisoppiminen, sanavaraston koko, 

sanavaraston syvyys. 
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1. Introduction  

A common narrative is that especially younger people tend to “pick-up” new words from scrolling 

through social media, playing video games, or watching their favourite youtubers. Prensky (2001) 

coined the term “digital natives” to represent the claim that modern youth are accommodated to 

different digital environments. In recent years, the debate has focused on social media, since it has 

gained a prominent place in people’s lives over the years, and especially younger people tend to 

spend quite large amounts of times scrolling through various different social media platforms. One 

of the social media platforms that has gained popularity recently and quickly is TikTok. TikTok is 

an application where short videos are posted, commented on and shared. It has gained popularity 

especially since the global covid pandemic, since it has led to more digitalized social lives overall. 

Approximately a third of TikTok’s users consist of 10- to 19-year-olds (Doyle, 2022). Investigating 

whether the youth actually learn new vocabulary through the application is a worthwhile research 

topic. Therefore, the topic of this study is incidental extracurricular vocabulary learning from 

watching TikTok videos amongst students in grade 9. 

 

While the amount of the content and thereby vocabulary that the youth consume on different social 

media platforms is large, how effective is vocabulary learning when it is not intentional? Generally 

incidental vocabulary learning has been defined as learning vocabulary from guessing the meaning 

of a word from context and that incidental learning is the opposite of intentional learning (Nation, 

2001, p. 232). According to Sarah Sok “Incidental learning in vocabulary research, generally speak-

ing, refers to the learning of words that occurs seemingly naturally in the context of everyday life, 

as opposed to its counterpart intentional vocabulary learning, which refers to learning as a result of 

deliberate effort and study.” (2014, p. 22). Paul Nation argues that this view is rather unfortunate 

though, because the two are not opposing activities, but rather complementary (Nation, 2001, p. 

232). Moreover, once a word has been learned, it is no longer possible to determine how the learn-

ing took place exactly.  

 

Sok (2014) discussed the concept of incidental learning and identified two influential ideas within 

incidental L2 vocabulary learning research. These first is that “learning from context plays a central 

role in the vocabulary acquisition process” and the second is “that promoting this kind of natural-

istic acquisition is the best pedagogical method” (Sok, 2014, p. 23). That is, Sok focuses on natural-

istic learning from context rather than explicit teaching, irrespective of whether the teaching in-

volves memorizing bilingual lists, teaching morphological elements such as prefixes, or writing 

designated sentences into a context of the pupils’ choice. She also found that there are three differ-
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ent definitions of incidental learning that seem to reoccur throughout research on L2 incidental 

vocabulary learning. These different approaches are labeled as learner-oriented, method-oriented 

and pedagogy-oriented (Sok, 2014). These approaches are further defined in section three, in sec-

tion Incidental Vocabulary Learning. 

 

In Zhongqing Tang’s review of literature on incidental vocabulary learning it is presented that pre-

vious studies on incidental vocabulary learning have mostly focused on reading and listening as 

inputs. According to Tang, the first studies on incidental vocabulary learning conducted in the 20th 

century focused on reading as an input. Later on, researchers began to conduct more research on 

incidental learning through listening, although at first it was seen as a way of enhancing learning 

through reading (Tang, 2020). These studies revealed that as both of these inputs were proven effi-

cient, reading remained more efficient since it does not involve a time restraint (Tang, 2020).     

 

The modernized world caused the amount of solely reading or solely listening to decrease, as more 

versatile media such as tv or video games gained success (Tang, 2020). According to Tang (2020) 

some studies have been conducted on said TV and video games, and for example watching tv with 

subtitles has proven to be an excellent addition to acquiring new vocabulary. The studies still in-

clude inputs, where the simultaneously provided written and audible texts are the same (Tang, 

2020). Research on how such platforms might contribute to L2 vocabulary acquisition is needed as 

few studies have conducted research on input where different vocabulary is presented simultaneous-

ly in different forms. A great number of TikTok videos have for example text and music presented 

at the same time, and the vocabulary in each input can be different.   

 

Given that the type of media that is produced to TikTok differs from other media platforms that 

include audio-visual content, research on the potential L2 learning benefits of this popular medium 

is timely. Previously, social media platforms that rely on audio-visual content, such as YouTube, 

have been popular and loads of research on various aspects of them have been conducted. Incidental 

learning through watching a video has been studied before, and research has suggested that viewing 

audio-visual content affect different aspects of vocabulary learning (Perez, 2020). TikTok as a plat-

form is relatively new. What makes the content on TikTok different from the other social media 

platforms is that the feed consists of rather short (max. 3 minutes) videos, that play on loop until 

swiped to the next one. Relevant point of research relating to vocabulary acquisition here is repeti-

tion. Often, when a viewer considers a video interesting, they naturally may watch the video multi-

ple times in a row, because the shorth length of the videos deem them easily repeatable. This can 
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affect the learning of the words included in a video, for repetition can affect vocabulary learning 

positively.  

 

In addition to incidental learning, two essential and central concepts for this study are size and 

depth of vocabulary. The idea of this study is to test how many of the words in the TikTok videos 

are known (size) by the 9th graders, but also how well the words are known (depth). As a term, size 

of vocabulary is often considered rather straightforward. Although, a large question regarding vo-

cabulary size relates to the complexity of defining what constitutes as a word. Simply counting eve-

ry single word in a text, regardless of duplicates, would merely convey the number of tokens, but 

this reveals little about the language user’s overall knowledge of words and their uses. In this thesis, 

the word unit is the word family, which, according to Nation, “consists of a headword, its inflected 

forms, and its closely related derived forms” (2001, p. 8). However, the conceptualizations of the 

term depth of vocabulary can differ in multiple different ways (Schmitt, 2014). Breaking the term 

down to its separate components is one way of conceptualizing it, which is the so-called component 

or dimensions approach (Schmitt, 2014). The other way is to focus on what the learners can do with 

the vocabulary size and are those ways of using the words receptive or productive (Schmitt, 2014). 

Nation on the other hand has a careful definition of the aspects of vocabulary knowledge based on 

“inter-related sub-knowledges” that consist of “knowledge of the spoken and written form, morpho-

logical knowledge, knowledge of word meaning, collocational and grammatical knowledge, conno-

tative and associational knowledge, and the knowledge of social or other constraints to be observed 

in the use of a word” (Nation, 2001, as cited in Nation and Laufer, 2012, p. 165). In this study, the 

conceptualization of the term depth relies quite heavily on the work of Nation, and his careful defi-

nition of the depth of vocabulary.  

 

As the above discussion indicates, vocabulary knowledge is closely connected with purpose. One 

might understand a word when it is used by another person but be unable to use it oneself. This is 

the distinction between receptive and productive knowledge. It relates heavily to the depth of vo-

cabulary and what it means to know a word. According to Nation the term “receptive” “carries the 

idea that we receive language input from others through listening or reading and try to comprehend 

it” (2001, p. 24). Productive knowledge refers to the use of language when writing and or speaking 

and by those producing meaning (Nation, 2001, p. 24). The line between the two terms is not un-

complicated or straightforward, because receptive skills include productive features, for meaning 

producing is included in reading and listening as well (Nation, 2001, p. 24). While this is consid-

ered, this study focuses more on receptive vocabulary knowledge. 
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Since the question of this thesis culminates in whether the ninth-grade pupils are able to retain 

new vocabulary after watching TikTok videos, this leads to the question of how the context of those 

words will affect the learning of those words and can conclusion be drawn from that retention. Im-

portant contextual aspects that this thesis focuses on are for example the type of input, repetition of 

the items, word class and the amount of polysemy. The contextual aspect of repetition has been re-

searched to a great extent, and its’ advantages towards vocabulary learning have been recognized 

widely.  

1.1 Aim and Research Questions  

The aim of the study is to understand how the context in which unfamiliar vocabulary appears im-

pacts learning. More specifically, the study is concerned with how consuming media content such 

as TikTok videos might broaden students’ vocabulary. The hypothesis is that watching TikTok vid-

eos broadens the vocabularies of the ninth-grade pupils. The methods for this study are of pre-

test/posttest design. In between the two tests is an experimental condition: six different TikTok vid-

eos are watched three times. The investigation begins by determining what English vocabulary the 

9th graders already know using an adaptation of a standardized Vocabulary Size Test (VST) that 

incorporates the test vocabulary. The subjects will then be shown a selection of TikTok videos con-

taining test items in a variety of syntactic and semantic contexts. Some of the test items are written, 

others are spoken or the combination of the two. After this experimental condition, the retention of 

the chosen words will be investigated by using an adapted version of a Vocabulary Knowledge Test 

(VKT). Both tests are described in detail in section three, Participants, Methodology and Data Sets. 

This design will enable me to answer the following research questions:  

1. How large are the English vocabularies of the 9th grade students participating in this study?  

2. What impact does watching TikTok videos have on vocabulary knowledge??  

3. How do the contexts in which the vocabulary appears affect the learning of individual words?  
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2. Review of the Literature 

2.1 Vocabulary 

Research has recognized the importance of vocabulary knowledge as a key aspect of second lan-

guage learning (Maley, 2013). Vocabulary has been identified as a good indicator of success in oth-

er areas of language learning as well, because learners with larger vocabularies tend to do better on 

proficiency tests (Maley, 2013, p. 102). Vocabulary’s relationship with reading comprehension has 

been studied as well, and according to Laufer and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010), vocabulary has 

been shown to have an impact on text comprehension. Therefore, teaching vocabulary is a seen as a 

prominent part of foreign language teaching in Finnish schools as well. Teaching vocabulary is part 

of strengthening the pupils’ language studying skills. According to the National Core Curriculum of 

Finland one of the objectives of the English education is to practice the use of vocabularies and 

glossaries that comprise a large portion of the teaching materials (Opetushallitus, 2014). The Na-

tional Core Curriculum also emphasizes both active and receptive skills, because it includes the 

objectives of both offering the pupils versatile ways of reading and hearing the English language as 

well as producing both written and spoken text in different contexts (Opetushallitus, 2014, p. 399).  

 

While Finnish pupils definitely need to have adequate English vocabulary skills before they finish 

comprehensive school, the questions of how much vocabulary is enough (vocabulary size), how 

well the words should be known (vocabulary depth) and what is the best way to effectively learn 

these words are uncertain and ambiguous. Out of these terms, the size of vocabulary is generally 

perceived as the more straightforward, because it refers to the number of known words (Schmitt, 

2014). Although, the counting of the words depends on what constitutes a word. For example, are 

the words “dog” and “dogs” counted as the same word or separate words? Counting the words as 

separate items would mean that tokens are counted. This thesis considers words as word families, 

which means that these words would be counted as one word, since both words derive from the 

same headword “dog”. Depth on the other hand is complicated as a concept in other ways, and there 

are multiple different overlapping ways of conceptualizing vocabulary depth (Schmitt, 2014, p. 

915). Empirical and theoretical research on these two terms do not always cohere. Overlapping and 

correlation in conceptualizations between the two concepts emerge, which has led to discussion 

whether there is conceptional distinction between vocabulary size and vocabulary depth at all 

(Schmitt, 2014, p. 914). The following sections will discuss the definitions of the terms and their 

implications to learning, as well as explain standardized tests that have been developed based on 

these two concepts. 
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2.1.1 Vocabulary Size 

Traditionally, the size of vocabulary refers to the number of the known words of a language user. 

On a surface level the concept seems rather straightforward, but there are multiple aspects to count-

ing one’s vocabulary size. One of the aspects that must be defined is the unit of counting the vocab-

ulary. According to Nation (2001) there are numerous ways to determine what counts as a word (p. 

6). If every word in a text would be counted as a separate item, whether same words appear multiple 

times or not, would mean that the unit is a token (Nation, 2001, p. 7). For instance, in a sentence ‘I 

need my keys from my bag’ are eight tokens, because all the words are counted as separated tokens, 

even though the word “my” appears twice in the sentence. But if one does not count words that ap-

pear in a text multiple times as separate items, that would mean that the unit is types (Nation, 2001). 

This would mean that the previous example sentence would consist of seven types. Lemma on the 

other hand “consists of a headword and some of its inflected and reduced (n’t) forms” (Nation, 

2001, p. 7). Lemmas have been utilized in corpus linguistics primarily. For example, the noun 

“cook” and its inflected form “cooks” are one family. The items that are included in a lemma usual-

ly belong to the same part of speech (Francis and Kucera, 1982, as cited by Nation, 2001, p. 7). So 

for example, while the nouns “cook” and “cooks” are considered as the same lemma, “cooking” and 

“cooked” would be considered as different lemmas. 

 

In this study and in the test instruments utilized in it, the unit of vocabulary is a word family. Ac-

cording to Nation “A word family consists of a headword, its inflected forms, and its closely related 

derived forms” (2001, p. 8). The reasoning behind using word family as a unit is because according 

to Nation and Meara, if the counting of words relates to vocabulary learning, the unit of counting 

needs to reflect “the kind of knowledge that language users draw on” (2002, p. 35). Studies have 

found that language users see related forms as items in a same word family (Nagy et al., 1989, as 

cited by Nation and Meara, 2002, p. 35), for example the words speak, speaks, spoke and speaking 

would belong to the same word family. It has been argued that instead of referring to ‘knowing a 

word’, we should refer to ‘knowing a word family’ (Nation, 2001, p. 47). Although, according to 

Schmitt, one cannot always assume that a language user who knows one item from a word family 

would be familiar with the rest of the members from the same word family, because some words 

and their meanings are not as transparently related as others (2010, p. 8).  

 

The learning burden should also be addressed, because language learners gain knowledge on as-

pects such as prefixes and suffixes as they gain more experience with the language (Nation, 2001, 

p.8). What this means is that what might be a word family to one, might not be to another, because 

their proficiency levels are different (Nation, 2001, p. 8). For example, the word “cook”, whether 
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used as a noun or a verb is rather transparent and fairly easy to comprehend. However, if used 

metaphorically “cook” can become a little less straightforward to understand. This means that for 

instance while “cooked” as an adjective is quite transparent when referring to food, but less so if 

referring to a human. One could think that based on the food example, a “cooked” person would 

refer to someone who is “ready” or “hot”, because those are the meanings when referring to food. 

Knowing that a human who is “cooked” means someone who is tired or exhausted requires addi-

tional contextual and cultural knowledge. Further, “cooker” means a stove or someone who makes 

food. While these two words relate to “cook” we cannot expect that a person who is only familiar 

with the word “cook” knows what “cooked” or cooker” means, or the difference between the noun 

form “cook” and the verb form “to cook”.  

 

While the word family as a concept is relatively easy to grasp, utilizing in research purposes has 

proven challenging. Operationalization of the term has emerged as the number one challenge when 

trying to measure vocabulary size. According to Nation, many problems arose as the first tests cre-

ated for measuring vocabulary size were based on the number of words in a dictionary (2013, p. 1). 

This meant counting types which was especially common within corpus linguistics. The main caus-

es of errors in that types of tests were caused by “(a) the estimation of the total number of entries in 

the dictionary and (b) the sampling method” (Nation, 2013, p. 1). The most recent tests for measur-

ing vocabulary sizes, and especially the vocabulary sizes of non-native speakers, are based on word-

frequency lists, that utilize word families as the unit of counting (Nation, 2013, p. 2). Word fre-

quencies refer to different words’ text coverage. High-frequency words mean that they cover a large 

proportion of any text, versus low-frequency words mean that the words turn up in any text very 

infrequently (Nation, 2001).  

 

One of the most known standardized tests for measuring vocabulary size is the Vocabulary Size 

Test by Paul Nation. Vocabulary size affects the learning of new words, because learners need to 

know a significant amount of the surrounding words to be able to use the contextual clues within 

the text surrounding the unfamiliar word (Nation, 2001, p. 23). In this study a Vocabulary Size Test 

(VST) by Paul Nation is utilized to test L2 learners’ receptive vocabulary size. According to Nation, 

“The Vocabulary Size Test is designed to measure both first language and second language learn-

ers’ written receptive vocabulary size in English.” (2012, p. 1). The test includes 140 words, that are 

based on the word family frequency levels. This version of the test includes the first 14,000 word 

families in frequency order and each 1,000 word family has 10 words in the test. According to Na-

tion “The test uses frequency levels based on the British National Corpus word family lists for the 

sampling” (2012, p. 2). In the test the 140 words are tested in a form of a multiple-choice questions 
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containing four definition options for each word. According to Nation (2012) taking the 140-

word test takes about 40 minutes and it can be administered in a group or in one-to-one setting. The 

test is scored by multiplying the participants total score by 100. For instance, if a participant re-

ceived the score 65 form the test, it would mean that their vocabulary size would be around 6,500 

word families.  

 

Numerous studies have utilized the different versions of the VST for various different research pur-

poses. Shin, Dronjic and Park (2019) for instance have utilized the 100-question version of the VST 

alongside with the C-test by Klein-Braley. In their study Shin, Dronjic and Park investigated 

whether background knowledge (vocabulary size) and working memory impact the reading com-

prehension of L2 English learners (2019). Their sample consisted of 79 Korean EFL learners who 

studied in universities around South Korea (Shin, Dronjic and Park, 2019, p. 327). The study was 

conducted in two different phases. The first phase included a background and familiarity question-

naire, a Reading Span Task (RST) to measure the working memory and the Vocabulary Size Test 

(VST) (Shin, Dronjic and Park, 2019, p. 331). The second phase included independent reading of 

two different background texts as well as completing a modified TOEFL reading test (Shin, Dronjic 

and Park, 2019, p. 331). After the two phases the participants were divided into two groups based 

on their performance on the RST: those with high working memory and those with low working 

memory. The results of the VST and reading comprehension task of the two groups were then com-

pared. No significant differences were found between the VST results of the two groups, which then 

allowed the researchers to compare the effects that the working memory had on the reading com-

prehension task. The results of the study then seemed to imply that the participants with high work-

ing memory were more equipped to use their existing knowledge (vocabulary size) to enhance their 

reading comprehension (Shin, Dronjic and Park, 2019, p. 341). VST then proved to be a useful in-

strument to gather essential background information of the participants’ vocabulary proficiency for 

the purposes of the study.  

 

Another very recent study utilizing a version of the VST was conducted by Noughabi, Amirian and 

Zareian (2021). In their study they investigated the subject of group dynamic assessment (G-DA) in 

relation to EFL vocabulary development, more specifically whether G-DA would be of avail to the 

receptive and productive vocabulary skills of Iranian EFL learners (Noughabi, Amirian and Zareian, 

2021). Their study was a mixed-method study that had two groups: control group, who were taught 

with traditional methods using no G-DA, and an experimental group who were taught vocabulary in 

a group setting using G-DA (Noughabi, Amirian and Zareian, 2021). The study utilized the Persian 

Bilingual Vocabulary Size Test as a background test which was based on the original VST by Na-
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tion and Beglar (Noughabi, Amirian and Zareian, 2021, p. 124). The VST consisted of 100 test 

items, and each 1,000 word family level had 10 words. Since the VST is designed to measure recep-

tive written knowledge, Noughabi, Amirian and Zareian (2021) incorporated the Lex30 test to 

measure the productive knowledge of the participants as well. The findings of the study indicate 

that the G-DA had a positive effect on the English learning of the Iranian students and impacted 

positively both their receptive and productive vocabulary size. 

 

In addition to the bilingual versions of the VST, multiple different versions of the original VST 

have been published, including versions in other languages than English. A study by Masrai and 

Milton (2019) introduced an Arabic version of the VST. Their study had two different aims in rela-

tion to the Arabic VST. First, they aimed at explaining the procedures involved in creating the Ara-

bic VST, and to make the test available to use (Masrai and Milton, 2019, p. 522). Second, the aim 

was to report the scores of the Arabic VST, when it was conducted with a range of L1 Arabic 

speakers (Masrai and Milton, 2019, p. 522). Masrai and Milton explained that the sources for the 

words in the Arabic VST were “the frequency dictionary of Arabic core vocabulary for learners” 

(2019, p. 523) as well as a web-based corpus of Arabic. The test was designed to measure the vo-

cabulary knowledge of Arabic speakers from the first fifty 1,000 word frequency bands (Masrai and 

Milton, 2019, p. 523). However, instead of using the original 1:100 word item ratio, this test uti-

lized a ratio of 1:500 (Masrai and Milton, 2019, p. 523). The test also includes 20 pseudowords to 

adjust to guessing, hence resulting in a test of 120 items. The Arabic VST also differs in form from 

the original VST, since the original is in a form of multiple-choice questions and Masrai and Mil-

ton’s test is formed as a checklist of yes/no questions (Masrai and Milton, 2019, p. 522). To imple-

ment the Arabic VST, a total of 339 participants, forming eight age groups, completed the test. The 

results indicated that the average vocabulary size of a native Arabic speaker would be around 

25,000 words, and Masrai and Milton suggest that if an Arabic learner aspires to reach the native-

like vocabulary size, this would be the goals (Masrai and Milton, 2019, p. 530). The Arabic VST 

then seemed to be a useful instrument to gather proficiency information of the vocabulary sizes of 

Arabic speakers, as well as to estimate plausible pedagogic goals.  

 

While the language learners existing vocabulary sizes are important to be aware of, an often-

emerging question relating to vocabulary size is: how much vocabulary do language users need? 

The answer depends on multiple factors such as the language in question and what is the goal of 

their language learning. For this study has to do with learners of English as a foreign language, 

those will be the circumstances for this. The estimations of the vocabulary sizes needed for han-

dling different texts also depends on what lexical coverage is seen as adequate. According to Nation 
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(2006) the ideal lexical coverage is 98%, and hence according to him a vocabulary of around 

6,000-7,000 word families is needed for understanding normal spoken English, while a vocabulary 

of around 8,000-9,000 is needed to deal with most written texts (Nation, 2006, p. 79). However, 

Schmitt and Schmitt note that these estimations of the required vocabulary do not mean that the 

total vocabulary size of the language user has to be of 8-9,000 word families, “but good knowledge 

of the word families up to these specific frequency bands: a learner’s total vocabulary size may in-

clude some word families beyond these bands” (Schmitt and Schmitt, 2014, p. 490). Schmitt et al. 

(2017) on the other hand see that a smaller percentage, 95%, could suffice. Schmitt et al. also 

brought up an important point that good estimates of needed vocabulary sizes are crucial, because 

they affect the learning goals of students (Schmitt et al. 2017, p. 214). 

 

In relation to vocabulary size, acknowledging the differences between receptive and productive 

vocabulary size is important. The differences between the receptive vocabulary size and productive 

vocabulary size have been studied before, and the research conducted on the topic generally imply 

that the size of a receptive vocabulary is sometimes larger than the productive vocabulary. This 

would mean then that the language learners would generally be more capable of receptive tasks 

such as reading in comparison to productive tasks such as speaking. Webb (2008b) studied the rela-

tionship between receptive and productive vocabulary sizes of Japanese L2 English learners. In his 

study he aimed at investigating 1) whether the receptive vocabulary size truly is larger than produc-

tive vocabulary size, 2) how the frequency of the target items affects the relationship of receptive 

and productive vocabulary size and 3) whether the relationship differs for participants with different 

scores of receptive vocabularies (Webb, 2008b, p. 82). Webb (2008b) utilized two translation tests 

that were of similar form to test both receptive and productive vocabulary. The results of the study 

suggest that the receptive vocabulary size indeed is larger than the productive vocabulary size 

(Webb, 2008b, p. 86). However, Webb notes that the gap between these two vocabulary sizes might 

be different for EFL and ESL learners, because “EFL learners are likely to learn more words 

through explicit instructions than are ESL learners (Laufer & Paribakth).” (Webb, 2008b, p. 89), 

which could then result to a smaller gap. The results indicated that when the frequency of the words 

decreased, both receptive and productive scores decreased. Simultaneously, as the frequency de-

creased, the differences between the receptive and productive vocabulary increased (Webb, 2008b, 

p. 90). The findings also implied that the receptive vocabulary sizes of the participants might give 

indication on their productive vocabulary size, because “Learners who have a larger receptive vo-

cabulary are likely to know more of those words productively than learners who have a smaller re-

ceptive vocabulary.” (Webb, 2008b, p. 91). While the present study focuses on the receptive skills 
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of language learners, acknowledging the differences between the types of vocabulary to fully 

understand the opportunities that the vocabulary provides is useful.  

 

 Although, despite these being considered the estimations of adequate vocabulary knowledge, it 

must be noted that in the Finnish steering documents, such as the National Core Curriculum, no 

specific vocabulary size is not mentioned to mandate the vocabulary that should be taught in Finn-

ish schools. Regardless, the overall aim of English studies is to prepare pupils for future working 

life and for further studies that might involve reading academic texts written in English. However, 

the National Core Curriculum mentions the need for offering the pupils ways to both hear and read 

varying texts, and to produce new spoken and written text (Opetushallitus, 2014, p. 399). These 

naturally offer numerous ways for the pupils to use their existing vocabulary, as well as to learn and 

retain new vocabulary while using the language in versatile ways.  

2.1.2 Vocabulary Depth 

Since vocabulary size has been discussed as how many words a language user knows, an important 

question is: what does it mean to know a word? As the discussion of receptive and productive vo-

cabulary has indicated, word families may be known to varied extent. Recognizing, understanding 

and using a word are not the same. Schmitt (2014) has reviewed numerous different approaches to 

defining vocabulary depth. In his review of empirical research conducted on the topic, Schmitt 

(2014) discussed the different conceptualizations of the term vocabulary depth. He identified multi-

ple different conceptualizations that have emerged in research conducted on the topic of incidental 

vocabulary learning. According to Schmitt, the conceptualizations are not separate from each other,  

but rather overlap (2014, p. 915). One way of conceptualizing vocabulary depth is to focus on what 

language users can do with the vocabulary (Schmitt, 2014, p. 919). Related to this idea is the dis-

tinction between productive and receptive knowledge and mastery of vocabulary (Schmitt, 2014, p. 

919). In this distinction “Receptive mastery entails being able to comprehend lexical items when 

listening or reading, while productive mastery entails being able to produce lexical items when 

speaking or writing” (Schmitt, 2014, p. 919). According to Schmitt, the usage of the lexical items 

can also be seen through what the language users can do with the vocabulary or how well is the 

vocabulary used in writing, reading, speaking and listening (Schmitt, 2014, p. 920).  Although these 

ideas are common and overlap with each other, a prevalent way of conceptualizing depth of vocabu-

lary is seeing it as different separate elements (Schmitt, 2014, p. 916). This has been labeled as the 

dimensions or component approach (Read, 2000, as cited by Schmitt, 2014, p. 916). Paul Nation 

had a very defined conceptualization of this view which will be discussed as follows.  
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In Nation’s conceptualization of vocabulary depth he has identified nine different aspects of 

knowing a word in three different categories as is illustrated in Table 1. Since receptive knowledge 

is more prominent in the current study, I will illustrate these with an example of what it would mean 

to know the word “cooker” from the point of view of receptive knowledge. First category is the 

knowledge of form, which consists of knowledge on spoken and written form, as well as knowledge 

of word parts (Nation, 2001, p. 27). This would mean that a language user is able to recognize the 

word “cooker” when the word is written or heard, as well as recognize that it consists of the head-

word “cook” and the suffix “-er” (Nation, 2001, p. 26). The second category is the knowledge of 

meaning, which consists of knowledge of the relationship of form and meaning, knowledge of con-

cept and referents and knowledge of the word’s associations (Nation, 2001, p. 27). This would 

mean that the language user knows that the word “cooker” signals a particular meaning, knows 

what the word means in the context that it appears in, and knows what words relate to (Nation, 

2001, p. 26). The third and last category is the knowledge of the use of the word which consists of 

knowledge of grammatical functions, knowledge of collocations and the knowledge of constraints 

on the use (Nation, 2001, p. 27). In relation to the word “cooker” this would mean that the language 

user recognizes if the word has been used correctly in the sentence that it appears in, knows its col-

locative words such as “electric” or “pressure”, as well as knows how common or uncommon the 

word is (Nation, 2001, p. 26). While this is the most widespread conceptualization of vocabulary 

depth and its different aspects and levels, knowing a word does not always consist of nearly all of 

these three levels. Especially the level of “Use” consists of extremely complicated information that 

language users have difficulties in mastering in regards of many words, and for example the ability 

to articulate all the grammatical functions of a word is very demanding. The knowledge of a word is 

not always composed in the exact order of form to meaning to use, but rather that the learners can 

acquire some of the aspects of vocabulary in different order. Hence, assuming that language learn-

ers and users would be able to know and retain all the words in their vocabulary size to the full 

depth is unrealistic.  

 

 spoken  

Form  written 

 word parts (e.g., prefixes and suffixes) 

 form and meaning 

Meaning concept and referents  

 associations (e.g., topic) 

 grammatical functions, including word classes  

Use collocations (i.e., precise words in the immediate context) 

 constraints on use (register, frequency…) 

Table 1. Aspects involved in knowing a word (Adapted from Nation, 2001, p. 27) 
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The terms receptive and productive knowledge of vocabulary relate heavily on Nation’s concep-

tualization of vocabulary depth, as he has identified both receptive and productive aspects for the 

different knowledge categories listed above. Nation has discussed the two terms and according to 

him “Receptive carries the idea that we receive language input form others trough listening or read-

ing and try to comprehend it, productive that we produce language forms by speaking and writing 

and try to convey messages to others” (Nation, 2001, p. 24). Although according to him, these defi-

nitions are not as straightforward, because both receptive and productive knowledge carry aspects 

that traditionally belong to the other concept (Nation, 2001, p. 24). For example, there are produc-

tive aspects in receptive knowledge, because meaning producing happens in writing and reading 

(Nation, 2001, p. 24). In this study, the receptive understandings of the vocabulary depth are at the 

center of interest, however, the existence productive side needs to be acknowledged as well for the 

overlapping and cooperation of the productive and receptive sides of vocabulary depth. 

 

To gain knowledge on the different levels and types of vocabulary depth, research instruments are 

required. Similarly to vocabulary size, standardized tests for measuring and researching the depth of 

vocabulary have been developed. The two most widely known tests are the Vocabulary Levels Test 

by Paul Nation and Vocabulary Knowledge Test by Paribakth and Wesche (1997). The Vocabulary 

Levels Test (VLT) was developed by Nation “as means to determine the extent to which test takers 

could recognize the form-meaning connections of words at four word frequency levels (2000, 3000, 

5000, and 10000) and an academic vocabulary level” (Webb, Sasao & Ballance, 2017, p. 33). The 

test was originally created by Paul Nation as a diagnostic tool for teachers (Schmitt, Schmitt, & 

Clapham, 2001, p. 56). Later it was developed and modified further by Norbert Schmitt. The Vo-

cabulary Levels Test does not only measure vocabulary depth per se, but also measures vocabulary 

size. The test consists of word clusters in which the test taker must choose the right words for three 

definitions from a total of six word options (Schmitt, Schmitt, & Clapham, 2001, p. 58).  

 

The test that is utilized in this thesis to measure vocabulary depth is the Vocabulary Knowledge 

Test (VKT), which is based on the Vocabulary knowledge Scale (VKS) by Paribakth and Wesche 

(1997). The test is designed to test the level of knowledge of individual words, which simplifies the 

adapting of the test, because a researcher can freely choose the number of items they want to in-

clude in the test. According to Paribakth and Wesche, “The instrument uses a 5-point scale combin-

ing self-report and performance items to elicit self-perceived and demonstrated knowledge of spe-

cific words in written form” (1997, p. 179). The scale is designed in a way that enables the captur-

ing of vocabulary gains “during relatively brief instructional periods” (Paribakth & Wesche, 1997, 

p. 179). “The scale rating s range from total unfamiliarity, through recognition of the word and 
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some idea of its meaning, to the ability to use the word with grammatical and semantic accuracy 

in a sentence” (Paribakth & Wesche, 1997, p. 179), and by this aims at describing the depth of the 

test takers knowledge of the test items. The scoring of the original scale ranges from 1 point to 5 

points. The test taker would gain the score of one if they did not recognize the test item  

 

As the VKS is a standardized instrument for measuring vocabulary depth, it has been utilized in 

multiple studies before. Although, a common feature in the studies utilizing this test is that many 

have modified it to suit their own research purposes. Vidal (2011) for instance utilized the VKS in 

her study on comparing listening and reading in relation to their effects on incidental learning. Vidal 

adapted the VKS to serve the purposes of the study. As the study included nonwords, a possibility 

of negative points was added to the scoring of the test. Thereby the scores would be reduced if a 

participant claimed to recognize a nonword. The scoring scale also had three more categories in 

comparison to the original scoring scale by Paribakth and Wesche and therefore the possible scores 

were, -1 point, 0 points, 1 point, 2 points, 2,5 points, 3 points, 4 points and 5 points. Vidal’s scoring 

also gives recognition to original contexts by giving a higher score if a participant produces a defi-

nition or an example utilizing a different context than the context in the research material.  

 

Although multiple studies have utilized modified versions of the VKS, the original version of the 

test has also been shown to be viable. Yuksel and Tanriverdi (2009) utilized the VKS to study the 

impacts of watching subtitled movies on vocabulary learning of EFL learners. To compare the par-

ticipants’ levels of vocabulary knowledge before and after watching the video material, VKS func-

tioned as both a pre-test and a post-test. The pre-test included 20 different test items from the re-

search materials and the post-test included 10 of those previous items. The study had a control 

group who were shown the materials without captions. The results of the study were able to show 

that both groups’ VKS scores improved after the intervention of watching the research materials 

(Yuksel and Tanriverdi, 2009). The VKS performed well as an instrument for the comparison of the 

knowledge levels of the participants before and after the intervention. Although, Yuksel and Tan-

riverdi note that due to the test’s self-assessment nature, the test might not always reflect the partic-

ipants’ level of knowledge accurately (Yuksel and Tanriverdi, 2009, p. 5). 

 

2.1.3 The Relationship of Vocabulary Size and Depth  

The two previous sections have now discussed the definitions of vocabulary size and depth. While it 

can be agreed that the two concepts can be separated, it has been recognized that these two concepts 

are not completely separate, but rather closely related. Research on how the two intertwine is exten-
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sive, however, no conclusive explanation of their relationship has been identified. One of the 

largest concerns had been whether the two are actually separate concepts or whether they should be 

regarded as one.  

 

Vermeer (2001) argues that there is no conceptual difference between the terms vocabulary size and 

vocabulary depth (p. 218). In his study he investigated these two concepts and their relationship by 

implementing two studies with small children from ages 2 to 7. In the first study he measured the 

size (breadth) and depth of vocabulary using both receptive vocabulary task as well as a description 

task (Vermeer, 2001, p. 223) the second study measured the depth of vocabulary by utilizing an 

association task. In these studies, he compared the results 50 children who were either L1 or L2 

Dutch speakers. According to Vermeer, “high correlations were found between breadth and depth 

measures for both DL1 and DL2 children.” (2001, p. 230). Since the results of both measures corre-

lated so highly in the study, it led Vermeer to argue and conclude that in fact there is no conceptual 

difference between size of vocabulary and the depth of vocabulary. According to Vermeer “The 

findings in the studies reported in this article justify the position that a breadth test can be as good a 

measure of language proficiency in vocabulary as a depth test for both L1 and L2 children – as long 

as the breadth test includes words from various domains and frequency levels.” (2001, p. 231).  

 

However, Schmitt discusses Vermeer’s study in his literary review article on vocabulary size and 

depth and argues that the correlation of the results of the study was inevitable (Schmitt, 2014, p. 

921). According to Schmitt, all the instruments Vermeer uses essentially measure depth of vocabu-

lary, which is why the correlation of the results is not surprising (Schmitt, 2014, p. 921-922). 

Schmitt argues in his extensive review of the research on vocabulary size and depth, that while he 

agrees with the notion that the terms size and depth of vocabulary can be too vague, the terms are 

useful in situations such as when the aim is to discuss the general nature of vocabulary. Vermeer’s 

study most likely was affected by the fact that the children in his study were very young. According 

to Schmitt, the gap between the vocabulary size and depth is usually smaller for learners with small 

vocabulary sizes and when regarding higher frequency words (2014, p. 941). Usually, the higher 

frequency words are also highly polysemous. Schmitt argues that the results of Vermeer’s study 

would have been different depth was measured as “knowledge of other meaning senses (polysemy) 

or knowledge of other aspects of word knowledge (e.g., collocation or derivative knowledge, which 

may well be much more difficult to acquire) (Schmitt, 2014, p. 922), For instance, words such as 

“have”, “go” and “do” contain multiple different meanings and the researcher cannot know how 

many of those meanings the participants know.  

 



 22 

As discussed in the Vocabulary Depth section above, the chosen instrument for measuring depth 

of the vocabulary in this study is the Vocabulary Depth Test by Paribakth and Wesche. In their Vo-

cabulary Knowledge Scale they consider the depth of vocabulary to consist of different stages of 

development of the knowledge of individual words. In their 1997 study, Paribakth and Wesche re-

search activities for vocabulary enhancement as well as reading for meaning. In that study, they 

regard vocabulary size and depth as separate aspects of vocabulary growth and enhancement, as 

they discuss both quantitative and qualitative vocabulary gains. The research hypothesis regarding 

this issue in their study was “Vocabulary gains will be both quantitative (reflected in the number of 

words known to some degree versus not known) and qualitative (increased “depth” of knowledge of 

given words” (Paribakht & Wesche, 1997, p. 178). As discussed previously, the VKS consists of 

five different stages vocabulary of knowledge. The first is not remembering having seen the chosen 

word before and second is having seen the word before but not knowing what it means (Paribakht & 

Wesche, 1997, p. 180). The third stage is having seen the word before and having some level of 

knowledge of the meaning (Paribakht & Wesche, 1997, p. 180). The fourth stage is knowing what 

the word means and the ability of providing a definition for it (Paribakht & Wesche, 1997, p. 180). 

The fifth stage is knowing what the word means and having the ability of providing a correct exam-

ple sentence utilizing the word (Paribakht & Wesche, 1997, p. 180). Movement from the stages 1-2 

to stages 3-5 indicated quantitative gains, while increasing movement within stages 3-5 indicated 

qualitative growth (Paribakht & Wesche, 1997, p. 189). The VKS does show that the vocabulary 

size does include elements of vocabulary size, since both size and depth gains are measured with 

the same scale. However, as the quantitative measures are indicated as gains from not knowing a 

word to some level of knowledge, that only measures the overall gains in vocabulary. The qualita-

tive gains on the other hand are considered more precisely, as the scale recognizes the different lev-

els of vocabulary depth. Therefore, for the purposes of the present study, considering vocabulary 

size and depth as separate aspects of vocabulary is more fruitful, because that allows the compari-

son of overall gains in vocabulary and indicates the level of growth of individual words in compari-

son to Vermeer’s conceptualization. 

 

Although the operationalization of the two terms has been questioned, discussing the two as having 

no conceptual difference is not always fruitful. According to Schmitt (2014), whether the two 

should be separated or discussed as whole is a completely an issue of how the terms are conceptual-

ized. Also, as was already discussed in the Vocabulary section, the operationalization of the terms 

can be challenging, as could be seen in Vermeer’s study and Schmitt’s discussion of it. Read (2004) 

concluded his literary review of the topic of vocabulary size and depth by stating that in the future, 

it might be more functional to dispense term “depth” and replace it with something more precise, 
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such as “precision”, “elaboration” or “richness” (p. 224). However, for the purposes of this pre-

sent study, “size and “depth” are sufficient, because to investigate both the vocabulary size and 

whether the participants retain the test items, both aspects need separate investigation.  

 

Another aspect that relates to the relationship of the size and the depth of vocabulary is what type of 

language use the different types of vocabulary and different sizes of vocabulary allow. The different 

sizes of vocabulary and what they are often sufficient for were discussed briefly in the Vocabulary 

Size section. These estimations relate closely to word frequencies. Before Nation’s study on the 

required number of words to understand different texts, he had divided the different frequency lev-

els into four categories: high frequency words, academic words, technical words and low frequency 

words, in the order of how frequently they appear in English (Nation. 2001). Nation had defined 

high-frequency words as the first 2,000 most frequent word families in English, which was based on 

the General Service List of English Words (2001, p. 11). According to Nation, these words cover 

generally around 80% of an English text (2001, p. 11). The categories of academic vocabulary, 

technical vocabulary and low-frequency vocabulary were not defined based on their coverage of 

texts. Generally academic vocabulary would cover 9% of a running text and technical vocabulary 

would cover around 5% of the running words in a text (Nation, 2001, p. 12). Low-frequency vocab-

ulary would cover around 5% of a text and consist of words that belong to none of the previous cat-

egories. Later Nation researched the topic without these categories and concluded that around 

6,000-7,000 word families are needed for dealing with spoken text, and around 8,000-9,000 word 

families are needed for dealing with written text (Nation, 2006). Schmitt and Schmitt rightfully note 

that these estimations do not mean that a total vocabulary size of a language user should be a total 

of 6,000-7,000 word families or 8,000-9,000 word families to function according to Nation’s esti-

mations (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014, p. 490). Rather, it means that a language user should have an 

adequate level of knowledge of words within those frequency bands, while their total vocabulary 

size can include vocabulary knowledge form frequency bands exceeding those estimations (Schmitt 

& Schmitt, 2014, p. 490).  

 

Nation’s frequency categories were later reassessed by Schmitt and Schmitt in their 2014 article on 

frequency and vocabulary size in L2 vocabulary teaching. According to Schmitt’s reassessment on 

the frequency levels, it would be fruitful to divide the different frequency level to three categories: 

high-frequency vocabulary, mid-frequency vocabulary and low-frequency vocabulary (Schmitt & 

Schmitt, 2014). While the high-frequency words had previously been assessed as the 2,000 most 

frequent word families, Schmitt and Schmitt considered the number too low based on their review 

proposed that the high-frequency words would be considered as the first 3,000 most frequent word 
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families (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014, p. 492). Their assessment of low-frequency vocabulary on 

the other hand proposed that “that the low-frequency boundary be moved down from the traditional 

10,000+ level to the 9,000+ level.” (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014, p. 494). This would mean that be-

tween those 3,000 word families and 9,000 families would remain a gap of 3,000 word families. 

Therefore, Schmitt and Schmitt introduced the term mid-frequency vocabulary that would allow the 

recognize it as a separate phenomenon (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014, p. 494-495). While the present 

study does not focus on language teaching per se, the information of different frequency categories 

is profitable to understand what the participants can do with their vocabulary sizes, and how well 

they are likely to know those words. The rather recent discovery of the mid-frequency vocabulary 

relates to the present study especially, since the assumed vocabulary size of a ninth grader would 

position around 4,000 to 7,000 word families. 

 

2.2 Incidental Learning of Vocabulary 

Vocabulary learning has been recognized as a key component of language learning, and it compris-

es a prominent part of English L2 teaching in Finnish schools as well. However, deliberate vocabu-

lary learning and teaching in school is not the only way the pupils are learning English, because 

vocabulary learning also occurs as they encounter English in their free time. A significant amount 

of this extracurricular learning occurs via the internet. Vocabulary learning that is not deliberate or 

intentional can be described as incidental vocabulary learning. As noted in the Introduction, inci-

dental vocabulary learning has traditionally referred to learning vocabulary from context (Nation, 

2001, p. 232). In the Introduction, I defined the terms deliberate and incidental learning noting that 

distinguishing between the two is highly problematic. There I summarized the work of Sok (2014) 

and Tang (2020), who both had reviewed the topic of incidental learning. Sok (2014) discussed the 

different conceptualizations of incidental learning, and Tang focused on the research conducted on 

incidental learning through different inputs. This section will further discuss the conceptualizations 

and different views of the term incidental learning, as well as the aspects impacting on the likeli-

hood of successful incidental vocabulary learning.  

 

To discuss incidental vocabulary learning, the distinction between incidental and intentional vocab-

ulary learning must be made. According to Jan H. Hulstijn (2013), “originally, the terms incidental 

and intentional learning referred to a methodological feature of learning experiments, pertaining to 

the absence or presence of a notification whether subjects would be tested after exposure” (2013, p. 

1). While the terminology originates from research and is based on methodological choices, it de-

veloped a slightly different meaning when used in everyday contexts. The experimental and every-
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day contexts differ in the level of control of exposure, as in experiments contexts absolute con-

trol over the exposure to the language exists, while in everyday contexts the level of exposure can-

not be controlled. Nation (2001, p. 233) discusses incidental and intentional learning and draws the 

distinction between them in that in incidental vocabulary learning the vocabulary is learned from 

context and the focus is on the meaning of text rather in the language itself. He also discusses the 

difficulties in maintaining the distinction between incidental in intentional, for according to him all 

leaning involves and requires conscious attention (Nation, 2001, p. 233).   

 

The definitions of the term ‘incidental learning’ seem overall rather ambiguous across different re-

search, since intentional learning is often also referred to as implicit learning. For example, there 

have been different definitions and distinctions between the terms incidental learning and implicit 

learning. Often a clear distinction is made between the two concepts. According to Hulstijn, “Alt-

hough the meanings of incidental and implicit learning and the meanings of intentional and explicit 

learning overlap, they refer to different constructs in different domains of inquiry” (2013, p. 2). For 

example, in their review article Choo et al. (2012) cite Ellis’ (1994) definition of implicit learning 

by which in implicit learning knowledge is acquired naturally without any conscious operation. In 

this thesis the two terms largely differ in the sense of intentionality. Intentionally can only be evalu-

ated through interview techniques, which in turn depends on the language users’ self-knowledge, 

meta-cognitive abilities and willingness to participate and share information. Thus, other instru-

ments for inferring how words have been acquired need to be developed.  

 

While the definitions of incidental and intentional vocabulary learning across research can be dis-

senting, the definitions of incidental vocabulary learning itself varies. Sok (2014) reviewed different 

recurrent definitions of incidental vocabulary learning in her review article. Sok (2014) agreed that 

the general definition of incidental vocabulary acquisition indeed has to do with learning vocabu-

lary from everyday contexts (p. 22). In addition to that definition, Sok (2014) identified two very 

influential ideas underlying incidental vocabulary learning, as was already mentioned in the Intro-

duction. According to Sok “Incidental learning seems to have received much attention in L2 vocab-

ulary research chiefly due to two influential ideas, namely the idea that learning from context plays 

a central role in the vocabulary acquisition process, and the idea that promoting this kind of natural-

istic acquisition is the best pedagogical method” (2014, p. 23). These two ideas can be found in al-

most every definition of incidental learning. Sok identified three most recurrent definitions of inci-

dental vocabulary learning: learner-oriented definition, method-oriented definition and pedagogy-

oriented definition. These were mentioned in the Introduction, and I will now briefly define the 

terms. According to Sok, the learner-oriented definition means that the learning happens as a by-
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product when the learner’s attention is not on word-learning, but rather on meaning (2014, p. 

25). Method-oriented definition on the other hand is the most focused on the method of the research 

and its emphasis is on “learning that occurs on experiments where participants are not told before-

hand of a test” (Sok, 2014, p. 27). Pedagogy-oriented definition of incidental vocabulary learning 

emphasizes the impact of the “nature of the instruction” and focuses on studies that involve 

“[l]earning that occurs in a classroom when the overriding pedagogical focus is on meaning or 

communication” (Sok, 2014, p. 30). These different conceptualizations indicate that while the fun-

damental idea of incidental learning culminates in it being non-intentional, many different focus 

points to the same phenomenon exist. 

 

As the main question relating to incidental vocabulary learning in the present thesis is whether lan-

guage users can recognize and retain unfamiliar words after encountering them in a TikTok videos,  

the different contextual aspects withing the videos that might affect incidental learning must be dis-

cussed. Nation (2001) has described multiple different ways in which context can provide clues for 

guessing the unknown words. He discusses these contexts based on extensive review of research 

conducted on the topic. One of the most comprehensive lists of contextual aspects that can affect 

incidental vocabulary learning that Nation includes is the one from Jenkins and Dixon (1983, as 

cited by Nation, 2001, p. 243, 245). In this list there are fourteen different contextual variables that 

can affect the guessing from context either negatively or positively. The list consists of: “number of 

occurrences”, “proximity of recurrence”, “variability of contexts”, “presence of relevant clues”, 

“proximity of relevant clues”, “number of relevant clues”, “explicitness of relevant clues”, “density 

of unknown words”, “importance of unknown word to understanding the text”, “prior knowledge of 

the topic”, “familiarity of the concept”, “familiarity of the referents”, “concrete vs. abstract refer-

ents” and “amount of polysemy” (Jenkins and Dixon, 1983, as cited by Nation, 2001, p. 243, 245).  

Especially number of unknown words as well presence of relevant clues and amount of polysemy 

are contextual aspects that will be investigated in relation to the TikTok videos in the experimental 

condition.  

 

As can be seen from the list from Jenkins and Dixon, reoccurring of repetition of the unknown 

words is present in many of these different categories. Repetition has been studied in relation to 

incidental vocabulary learning, but a clear consensus of how many occurrences is needed for a lan-

guage user to learn a word has not been found. The different contextual aspects affect each other as 

well, which is why for example Webb suggests that “Context may be one reason the number of rep-

etitions needed to learn individual words varies” (2008a, p. 233). Webb discusses that the reason for 

this is that in some contexts the meaning of an unfamiliar word might be opaque, while in some 
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contexts the meaning might be clear and transparent (2008a, p. 233). For example, a sentence 

might explain the unfamiliar word by providing examples or opposites, which simplifies the deduc-

tion of the meaning of an unfamiliar word. 

 

Chen and Truscott (2010) studied the effects of repetition on incidental vocabulary learning in their 

study of Taiwanese university students. In their study they investigated the immediate effects of 

repetition on retention of words as well as the effects of repetition on retention two weeks after the 

experimental condition. The study tested the effects of repeating the items 1, 3 and 7 times. The 

results suggested that the overall increasing of repetition affects the learning of words positively, 

which is also in line with the understanding of vocabulary as a gradual process (Chen & Truscott, 

2010, p. 710). According to their results, productive knowledge benefitted from repetition immedi-

ately after the experimental condition, whereas after two weeks the gains on receptive knowledge 

were greater (Chen & Truscott, 2010, p. 710). The effects of repetition seemed to be different on 

different knowledge types that were investigated in the study. The effects of different amounts of 

repetition affected the types of knowledge differently. For example, “Orthographic knowledge ben-

efited greatly from three exposures but not at all from an additional four” (Chen & Truscott, 2010, 

p. 710), whereas for semantic knowledge benefitted the most from repetition between 3 and 7 expo-

sures, and with part of speech the growth was steady with more exposure (Chen & Truscott, 2010, 

p. 710). Although, just simply counting the occurrences might not be enough, because according to 

Nation (2001) the time between the repetitions should be considered as well. This is because “A 

repetition can only be effective if the repetition is seen by the learner to be a repetition” (Nation, 

2001, p. 67-68), meaning that if too much time passes between the repetition, the learner might not 

remember encountering the word before. 

 

The lack of coherent definitions or clear identification of the relationship between the two concepts 

is in need of further investigation, because after all, the goals of both intentional and incidental 

learning are to increase vocabulary learning. Hence the knowledge of which words of lexical as-

pects demand pedagogical attention and teaching, and which words can simply be learned inci-

dentally through other activities with the language would be highly useful. This study addresses the 

issue by examining what words can be retained solely through watching TikTok videos, with no 

intent of vocabulary learning. Next, I will introduce some of the studies conducted on incidental 

vocabulary learning through different forms and inputs of English. 

 
As mentioned in the Introduction, previous studies on incidental vocabulary learning have mostly 

focused on reading and listening as inputs, as discusses Tang (2020) in his review article on inci-
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dental vocabulary learning. Both reading and listening are included in watching TikTok videos, 

as the videos include content that can be read or listened. According to Tang, the first studies on 

incidental vocabulary learning conducted in the 20th century focused on reading as an input (2020, 

p. 90). Later on, researchers included listening as an input, though at first it was seen as a way of 

enhancing learning through reading (Tang, 2020, p. 91). These studies revealed that as both of these 

inputs were proven efficient, reading remained more efficient through not having a time restraint 

(Tang, 2020). As time progressed, the modernized world caused the amount of solely reading or 

solely listening to decrease, as more versatile medias such as tv or video games have been popular-

ized (Tang, 2020). According to Tang (2020) some studies have been conducted on said TV and 

video games, and for example watching tv with subtitles has proven to be an excellent addition to 

acquiring new vocabulary. The studies still include inputs, where the simultaneously provided writ-

ten and audible texts are the same (Tang, 2020). As a platform, TikTok allows the mixing of differ-

ent inputs in a new way, as the videos can include both written and audible text within the same 

video, but the texts might not be the same.  

 

Incidental learning from reading and listening have been studied separately before, but in her study 

Vidal (2011) compared the vocabulary learning and retention from these two inputs. 230 students 

took part in her study and either watched three lectures, read three academic texts or only completed 

tests measuring vocabulary. The results of the study “seem to indicate that although both academic 

reading and listening result in vocabulary gains, reading is more efficient source of acquisition” 

(Vidal, 2011, p. 242). One of the explanations for this especially amongst low-proficiency students 

is that they can look at unfamiliar words and sentences as much as they like while reading (Vidal, 

2011, p. 243). Although, the findings of the study seem to suggest that the difference in gains be-

tween listening and reading decreases when the learners’ proficiency increases (Vidal, 2011, p. 

243). The results of the study seem also to suggest that the retention, and especially the forgetting 

rate of the materials, is different across the two presentation modes (Vidal, 2011).  

 
Since TikTok videos do not solely consist of written or audible text, but rather combines the two, 

incidental vocabulary learning through watching a video relates heavily to the present study. Perez 

conducted a small-scale study on incidental vocabulary learning through watching video, in which 

she aimed to find out if viewing video impacts the learning of new French vocabulary and whether 

the incidental learning is moderated by the learners’ working memory and L2 vocabulary 

knowledge (Perez, 2020). In her study Perez included 63 higher-intermediate learners of French. 

Three types of linguistics-based tests were conducted: vocabulary knowledge tests, working 

memory tests and vocabulary posttests. The results on Perez’s study showed that gains in vocabu-
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lary knowledge occurred in meaning and form recognition. The results also suggest that complex 

working memory affects the learning positively (Perez, 2020). The same goes for prior vocabulary 

knowledge, which was shown to positively affect the “picking up” of new words from the video 

(Perez, 2020). Perez et. al (2014) had previously conducted research on incidental learning through 

video, more precisely on how captioning, and especially keyword captions, effect vocabulary learn-

ing. Their study aimed to inspect whether the type of captioning impacts the L2 participants’ under-

standing of the video material, as well as whether the type of captioning impacts the L2 partici-

pants’ incidental learning of the target items. The participants of their study consisted of 133 native 

Dutch speakers who studied L2 French. The instruments for the study consisted of a vocabulary size 

test, three different comprehension tests, four vocabulary tests and a questionnaire (Perez et. al, 

2014). According to Perez et. al, the findings of the study suggest that overall, the captioning type 

does not affect the understanding of the video (2014, p. 132). The results also indicate that the par-

ticipants’ vocabulary sizes affect the incidental learning positively (Perez et. al, 2014, p. 132). The 

last overall finding of their research was that the on-screen text seems to support receptive vocabu-

lary retention (Perez et. al, 2014, p. 132). Perez et. al then suggest that captioning should also be 

utilized in deliberate teaching when using video material (Perez et. al, 2014, p. 135). While caption-

ing is a fairly often recurring feature of TikTok videos, it still does not cover all the different forms 

of text that can be included in a TikTok video. Hence the current research still does not cover all the 

features TikTok includes, that could possibly lead to incidental vocabulary learning.  

 

These studies seem to suggest that there is a need for research on incidental learning through video, 

since video has been popularized as a form of social media and entertainment. Research on inci-

dental vocabulary learning has illustrated that reading and listening are efficient inputs for inci-

dental learning. Recent studies also suggest that video indeed does support vocabulary learning and 

that vocabulary size correlates with the comprehension of the videos. Hence, while new social me-

dia video platforms gain success, more questions on the nature of learning arise. For example, the 

question of how the length of the video impacts the vocabulary learning, as the TikTok videos for 

instance are relatively short. As was noted previously, according to Tang (2020), many studies still 

focus on research where the co-occurring input is the same, for example in a case of captioning a 

video. A gap of research then emerges for incidental vocabulary learning through audio-visual ma-

terial where the combinations of different inputs vary more radically. 

 

As the concept of incidental vocabulary learning has been discussed, it must be noted that in order 

to learn vocabulary, teaching is still necessary as well. Vocabulary is an important part of L2 learn-

ing and teaching and all vocabulary and vocabulary aspects cannot be learned through extracurricu-
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lar activities or non-intentional learning. For example, prefixes, suffixes and contractions and 

how they function will need explicit teaching in order for them to be learned effectively. However, 

this does not mean that all vocabulary learning happens through explicit teaching. Some vocabulary 

learning happens through activities that are not necessarily aimed towards vocabulary learning, such 

as watching tv, playing videogames or watching TikTok videos. These activities can be described as 

extracurricular, which in this case means that the vocabulary learning occurs as a voluntary activity 

outside the classroom, meaning incidental vocabulary learning. The concepts of incidental and in-

tentional learning or incidental and implicit learning are frequently used in research as was dis-

cussed earlier in this section. However, in reality, these activities are not as strict of different, be-

cause we know that learners tend to be very active when they encounter and engage with unknown 

vocabulary in their free time. As for the purposes of this current study, the main focus is not on how 

the learning occurs, but rather on whether simply watching TikTok videos leads to vocabulary 

learning. Therefore, the intention of this study is to reveal how watching TikTok videos affects vo-

cabulary retention, and what contextual aspects might cause these effects.  

 

2.3 Vocabulary Learning and Teaching  

As was previously stated in the Vocabulary Size section, as well as in the Incidental Vocabulary 

Learning section, vocabulary learning has been considered in the Finnish language education and 

thereby in the Finnish Core Curriculum. While the focus point of the present study in relation to 

vocabulary learning is on incidental learning, this review of research on intentional vocabulary 

learning as well as vocabulary teaching provide fuller understanding of the phenomenon of word 

learning. Incidental learning alone is not adequate for vocabulary learning and thus deliberate L2 

vocabulary teaching is also required. However, research on the subject so far has not clarified the 

parameters for successful learning, neither incidental nor deliberate. This section will first discuss 

some existing theories and research on the subject, estimates of what vocabulary should be learned, 

as well as aspects impacting vocabulary learning. 

 

The question that often first arises when addressing vocabulary learning and teaching is what vo-

cabulary should be learned? The different frequency levels were discussed in the Relationship of 

Vocabulary Size and Depth section, and often those levels are utilized to answer to this question, as 

well as the estimations on what the learners can do with certain amounts of vocabulary. The most 

high-frequency vocabulary is often considered the most useful of the English vocabulary and there-

fore, meaning the first 2,000 to 3,000 most frequent word families. While traditionally the high fre-

quency word families have been prioritized the most over the other frequencies, Schmitt and 
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Schmitt (2014) proposed that the learning and teaching of the mid-frequency vocabulary should 

be considered in greater extent. According to Schmitt and Schmitt, the three different frequency 

bands, high, mid and low have not been considered equally important in vocabulary teaching (2014, 

p. 498). While for instance Schmitt and Schmitt (2014) as well as Nation (2006) have recognized 

the importance of having a broad vocabulary, the most pedagogically addressed frequency band is 

usually the high-frequency band. Of course, high frequency words are rightfully considered the 

most useful, and the low frequency vocabulary is usually not useful enough to be explicitly taught 

(Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014, p. 498). Hence, Schmitt and Schmitt propose that more attention should 

be provided to teaching the mid-frequency vocabulary.  

 

As was mentioned before, while the Finnish Core Curriculum does not impose any specific fre-

quency-based goals regarding language and vocabulary teaching, the vocabulary size targets stated 

in Nation’s 2006 study are still relevant. Although, Schmitt notes that even if the goal would be to 

teach the first 6,000-7,000 most frequent word families that are needed to manage spoken texts, the 

actual number of required words is still much larger. Vocabulary learning needs to consider the fact 

that the suggested vocabulary sizes for understanding certain types of texts are based on word fami-

lies, which means that the number of required words to be taught is much larger, because the word 

families consist of multiple words. (Schmitt, 2017, p. 5). And as has been discussed in the previous 

sections, knowing the meanings of some words in a word family does not guarantee that the lan-

guage learner knows the meanings of all the words in that word family.  

 

To better understand the process of language learning and how the language should be taught, one 

must comprehend that vocabulary learning is incremental by nature. According to Schmitt, a com-

mon misconception is that a word is merely considered “learned” when the language user knows the 

spoken and written form of the word and knows the meaning of it (2008, p. 333). While the 

knowledge of form and the meaning of the new word is are acquired first when learning an unfamil-

iar word, there are other lexical information that the learner must know, especially if productive use 

of the word is the aim (Schmitt, 2008, p. 333). The learning of words happens gradually over time, 

and Schmitt (2017) lists three reasons for this. According to Schmitt, one of the reasons is that some 

aspects of the lexical knowledge are learned before others (Schmitt, 2017, p. 5). For instance, the 

already mentioned form-meaning knowledge is acquired before aspects such as collocation 

(Schmitt, 2017, p. 5). The second reason is that all individual word knowledge aspects develop over 

time, meaning that for example the knowledge of collocations of the words improve as the language 

user encounters the word in various contexts (Schmitt, 2017, p. 5). Thirdly, the development of the 

word knowledge usually starts from receptive mastery and gradually grows to productive mastery 
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(Schmitt, 2017, p. 5). While regarding incidental learning, the incremental nature of vocabulary 

learning does not require deliberate attention. However, the situation is different for intentional vo-

cabulary instruction and teaching. According to Schmitt, there are some aspects that can be consid-

ered in vocabulary teaching regarding the incremental nature of vocabulary learning. For instance, 

utilizing word lists can be useful to help the students to form a steady form-meaning understanding 

of a new word (Schmitt, 2017, p. 5). As the form-meaning knowledge is the first thing one usually 

learns, logically the teachers need to ensure that the learners learn that connection first, after which 

the teaching can help to build the knowledge of other aspects for example by using different con-

texts (Schmitt, 2017, p. 5).  

 

To build the knowledge of individual words, the items must be encountered more than once. Ac-

cording to Nation (2017) there are two basic principles of language learning: repetition and quality 

of the processing of those repetitions. Studies have shown that repetition can have a positive impact 

on vocabulary learning, and in the present study repetition was already discussed in the Incidental 

Learning section in relation to incidental learning. According to Nation (2001, 2017) there are as-

pects of repetition that further affect the level of impact repetition has on vocabulary learning. 

These aspects include the number of repetition, the spacing of the repetition as well as the afore 

mentioned quality of the repetition.  

 

 In deliberate learning and teaching one can affect the number and quality of the encounters. Ac-

cording to Nation, determining a particular number of repetitions that will ensure vocabulary learn-

ing is not easy or altogether possible, because repetition is only one of the factors that affect lan-

guage learning (Nation, 2001, p. 81). However, multiple studies have been performed which have 

produces estimations. For incidental learning, around 12 or more repetitions, or at least above eight 

repetitions, have been found useful for learning vocabulary (Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). Webb 

also investigated repetition and incidental learning in his study on Japanese L2 English learners and 

compared the effects of repeating words 1, 3, 7 and 10 times (2007). The results of this study sup-

port the claim that it is not possible to name a certain number of encounters that will guarantee vo-

cabulary learning (Webb, 2007, p. 63). However, the results of the study do indicate that “if learners 

meet unknown words a minimum of ten times during reading, sizeable vocabulary growth may oc-

cur” (Webb, 2007, p. 63). With deliberate learning the number is smaller. Drawing on an extensive 

overview of empirical studies, Webb and Nation (2017, n.p.) conclude that around seven encounters 

would lead to knowledge gains, based on the results of multiple studies. Although, they do note that 

the number of required encounters depends almost entirely on the learners aptitude for learning vo-

cabulary (Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). To help reach the goal numbers of repetition, Webb and 
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Nation have listed for example using graded readers, repeated reading and deliberate learning 

strategies as ways of increasing repetition (2017, n.p.). 

 

According to Webb and Nation (2017, n.p.) the spacing of the repetitions is important, because the 

gap between individual encounters must be large enough for advantageous repetition. For example, 

if there are multiple different words that are being taught during the same lesson, the focus should 

be on each word individually first, and then return to the first one, so that the rotation allows enough 

space between the encounters of each word (Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). According to Nation, 

the reasoning behind the spacing of the repetition is that “the older a piece of learning is, the slower 

the forgetting” (2001, p. 77). This means that after a word has been encountered initially, the learn-

ers can often forget the word rather rapidly (Nation, 2001, p. 77). That claim also implies that after 

each encounter with a word, the forgetting will be slower than after the last encounter (Nation, 

2001, p. 77). While no ultimate guideline exists for how large the spacing should be for it to be ef-

fective, Nation suggests that “The right probability of recall level is one where the learner has for-

gotten enough to feel that the repetition is worthwhile attending to and yet not forgotten too much 

so that there is still a good change of recalling and thereby strengthening the form-meaning connec-

tion.” (Nation, 2001, p. 77). This would mean that while the spacings cannot be too small, they also 

cannot be too large to ensure that the learner has not completely forgotten encountering the word in 

the first place. While deliberate teaching enables impacting the number and the spacing of the repe-

titions, language learners encounter English in their free time as well, which will inevitably reduce 

the length of the gaps between encounters. This implies that most of the time language learners do 

not necessarily learn new vocabulary, but rather rehearse words they are already familiar with due 

to previous encounters.  

 

The third aspect that affects the impact of repetition is the quality of attention to those encounters. 

Webb and Nation have listed four different learning conditions that affect the repetition: “noticing, 

retrieval, varied encounters and varied use, and elaboration” (2017, n.p.). Noticing refers to the 

overall level of attention that is given to a word. While in incidental learning noticing typically in-

volves using context as a way of guessing the meaning of an unfamiliar word, in deliberate learning 

noticing refers to actions such as looking up a word from a word list or seeing words in a text that 

are emphasized for example by underlining or italicizing them (Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). De-

liberate noticing also includes decontextualization which means that the noticed word is also in-

spected in isolation and not in a context, because usually when an unknown word is explained writ-

ten or orally, the word is usually not presented in a specific context (Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). 

Negotiation in a group setting is also an important part of noticing. This means that when an unfa-
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miliar word is encountered in a group communication “the learners clarify and explain language 

features to each other, such as what a word means or how to spell it.” (Webb and Nation, 2017, 

n.p.). Retrieval is included in the encounters that happen after the initial encounter, in which the 

language user must retrieve the meaning of the word either in receptive or productive contexts 

(Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). Varied encounter and varied use also involve retrieval, but the dif-

ference is that they also require different contexts (Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). The fourth condi-

tion, elaboration, “concerns the enrichment of knowledge of a word by encountering more aspects 

of its form, meaning and use” (Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). Altogether these aspects help the rep-

etition to be efficient, but as learning a word is a sum of all the difference aspects vocabulary learn-

ing requires, repetition alone does not guarantee vocabulary learning.  

 

While repetition is an important aspect of vocabulary learning, the context in which the unfamiliar 

vocabulary appears in also affects the retention of those words. While learning vocabulary by 

guessing the meanings of unfamiliar words from context can be considered an inherently incidental 

way of learning new vocabulary in situations outside the classroom, however, the ability of guess-

ing from context can be trained and taught and therefore improved. Nation (2001) has listed four 

different ways in which teachers can help the students to guess unfamiliar words from context. 

Firstly, teachers can help the students to choose listening and reading materials that are at the ap-

propriate level of difficulty for each (Nation, 2001, p. 250). Secondly, encouraging the learners to 

read and helping them acquire “comprehensible spoken input” can help (Nation, 2001, p. 250). 

Thirdly, teachers can help the students to improve their reading skills so that their reading and com-

prehension becomes more fluent (Nation, 2001, p. 250). Lastly, overall training in guessing from 

context is an improving factor in which the teacher can provide help. The training can include for 

instance attention-drawing activities, which may consist of drawing attention to the unknown word, 

providing access to the meaning and providing motivating attention to the new word (Nation, 2001, 

p. 252). 

 

This section has introduced and discussed the importance of deliberate learning and what possible 

requirements are involved in successful vocabulary learning. While deliberate teaching of vocabu-

lary allows the occurring of the steps presented in this section in a more controlled environment and 

enables the plausible arrangement of these steps to a degree, the usage of TikTok actually also ena-

bles all of these steps. The difference is that in lieu of help from a teacher, only the videos are there 

to support the learning. Additionally, learning usually happens incidentally and hence in mostly 

uncontrollable setting. Repetition and the spacing of the repetition can occur by chance, especially 

if the viewing happens in a natural setting, where the algorithm of the application curates the con-
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tent to the users’ preference, and thereby enables the repetition of similar vocabulary. These as-

pects explain why people view that watching TikTok videos helps vocabulary learning and that 

watching TikTok videos could act as a supplement to school focused learning. 

2.4 Social Media and Language Learning 

Social media has grown to be a significant and prominent part of peoples live over the last few dec-

ades, as mobile technology has developed. The every-day presence of social media has especially 

affected the lives of young people. According to Aichner et al. (2021) the definition of social media 

has evolved from the late 1990s to present day. According to Aichner et al. (2021) the effort to de-

velop a clear definition for social media has been rather minimal. Although, Aichner et al. state that 

“In research, SM is generally used as an umbrella term that describes a variety of online platforms, 

including blogs, business networks, collaborative projects, enterprise social networks (SN), forums, 

microblogs, photo sharing, products review, social bookmarking, social gaming, SN, video sharing, 

and virtual worlds” (Aichner & Jacob, 2015, as cited in Aichner et al. 2021, p. 215), which shows 

that despite there not being an “official” definition for social media, some features still recur across 

different definitions.  

 

While the definition of social media has proven to be difficult to develop, a core aspect of social 

media is its participatory nature. Henry Jenkins’ theory underlines the importance of active en-

gagement of the members in what could be called “participatory cultures”. According to Jenkins 

“A participatory culture is a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic en-

gagement, strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations, and some type of informal men-

torship whereby what is known by the most experienced is passed along to novices.” (2006, p. 3). A 

relevant part of a participatory culture is that it encourages its members to be active in the culture 

and sees contributions as valuable, but that contributing is not obligatory nevertheless (Jenkins, 

2006, p. 3 & 7). Another important part of a participatory culture according to Jenkins is that the 

members feel some level of social connection with each other and care about the contributions and 

thoughts of others in the culture (2006, p. 3 & 7). 

 

The relevancy of participatory cultures in regards of learning have been recognized by growing 

number of scholarships, according to Jenkins (2006, p. 3). Participatory cultures can provide infor-

mal learning environments that have been called “affinity spaces”, a term invented by Gee (2004). 

Affinity spaces refer to spaces where a common endeavor or interest is the primary thing, not for 

example class, race, or age (Gee, 2004). Common feature for affinity spaces is that the expertise 

level of the people does not matter, for “newbies” and “masters” all share the same space (Gee, 
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2004, p. 77). In a more recent article Gee made a definition between “traditional” and “new” 

affinity spaces, where the new affinity spaces relate especially to 21st century affinity spaces, where 

a growing number of them are virtual (Gee, 2017, p. 28). According to Jenkins affinity spaces differ 

from formal education in various ways. While the learning in formal educational systems can be 

conservative, static and institutional, the informal learning in these affinity spaces can be experi-

mental, innovative and provisional (Jenkins, 2006, p. 9). These aspects provided by affinity spaces 

can be beneficial for second language learning. Taken the informal nature of learning in affinity 

spaces as well as participatory cultures overall, they strongly relate to incidental language learning, 

for the learning that is happening in them, is not necessarily the main interest. 

 

The formation of an affinity space can affect to a formation of an echo chamber. Echo chambers are 

in some ways similar to affinity spaces, because they as well are virtual communities or environ-

ments, where like-minded participants can share their thoughts and similar narratives (Brugnoli et. 

al, 2019, p. 1). According to Brugnoli et. al, “Within these clustered communities, users cooperate 

in framing and reinforcing the shared narrative by paying attention to adhering information and by 

ignoring dissenting information.” (Brugnoli et. al, 2019, p. 1). This type of communication and so-

cial reinforcing can have negative effects because the formation of altering narratives or opinions is 

highly restricted withing these echo chambers, which then can be harmful if the topic of the echo 

chamber is controversial. However, the positive aspect is that they can have positive effects on lan-

guage and more specifically vocabulary learning. To understand the phenomenon of echo chambers 

and the narratives within them, Brugnoli et. al investigated lexical convergence and the lexicons 

used by Facebook users withing two different echo chambers with narratives on either conspiracy 

contents or science (2019). The results of their study indicate that similar vocabulary frequents in 

both cases where co-commenters are polarized towards different narratives as well as in cases 

where co-commenters polarization opposes (Brugnoli et. al, 2019). According to Brugnoli et. al, the 

results of their study thereby suggest that while the opinions of these groups might be polarized, the 

users still aim to engage in situations where communication is achieved. Hence, this allows the rep-

etition of similar vocabulary within one echo chamber, as well as other echo chambers with similar 

vocabularies albeit different opinions.  

 

Since social media usually refers to a collection of different social media and not a specific type of 

platform if not separately specified, discussing social media as a heterogeneous term would not be 

functional, because in reality the term is such a wide concept. Hence, the participation and learning 

in these different social media platforms differs as well. The language learning on different plat-

forms, ranging from Facebook to videogames, has been studied before, although the body of re-
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search on the topic remains limited. Arndt and Woore (2018) studied the impact of watching 

YouTube videos and reading blog posts on vocabulary learning. In addition to comparing the learn-

ing from these two media, it also compared whether the learning from these platforms differed in 

regards of different aspects of vocabulary knowledge such as semantics or grammatical functions of 

the words. In Arndt and Woore’s study, six different pseudoword were hidden in YouTube videos 

and blogposts which were assigned to two different groups. According to Arndt and Woore, “The 

data showed that incidental vocabulary learning occurred, in approximately equal amounts, from 

both reading blog posts and watching vlogs.” (2018, p. 135). The results also suggested that written 

text led to better orthographic understanding, and video material led to better grammatical and 

meaning recall gains (Arndt and Woore, 2018, p. 135). Sockett and Toffoli (2012) studied the im-

pact of overall internet usage of French L2 English learners. In their study they investigated how the 

participants use English on the internet by asking them to report the instances where they encounter 

English. According to Sockett and Toffoli the findings of their study seem to indicate that most of 

the learning from all of the encounters relate to vocabulary acquisition, because most of the entries 

to the study mentioned the learning of new vocabulary through various activities on the internet.  

Although these studies are usually implemented with small or quite specific sample types, they still 

provide insights to the possibilities of incidental language learning through social media.  

 

The social media platform used in this study is TikTok. TikTok is a short-video application, where 

the users can post videos ranging from 15 seconds to three minutes. The main idea of the app is that 

the users can watch, make and comment on the videos, although the app also includes a private 

message feature through which the users can link each other videos on the app or send text messag-

es. Klug et al. have argued that these short-video applications such as TikTok are different from 

other video-sharing platforms (such as YouTube) or from social media services (such as Instagram 

of Facebook) “because they are exclusively designed for people to interact with and through user-

generated video content [16] rather than with each other around it” (Chen et al., 2019, as cited by 

Klug et al., 2021, p. 84).  

 

As the content is the focus of the application, a significant aspect of TikTok is how the algorithm 

works. A main feature of TikTok is the “For You” page where the video content is shown to the 

user. While the users can follow other users in the application and see their content on another page, 

the For You page is the most prominent feature of the platform. According to TikTok (2020) the 

video recommendations on the For You feed are based on factors such as: user interaction (liked 

videos, followed accounts, comments, created content etc.), video information (captions, sounds, 

hashtags etc.) and device and account settings (language, country settings, type of device etc.).  This 
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indicates that each user encounters different vocabulary that is based on the algorithm and relates 

to the topics of their interest. This might affect the plausible vocabulary learning because of the 

interest factor, meaning, that since the users encounter vocabulary relating to their interests, they are 

more likely to retain the vocabulary. 

 

Because the interest factor is an aspect that can affect vocabulary learning, motivation should be 

mentioned as well. There are different types of motivation based on what the motivational factors 

are. According to Csikszentmihalyi and Nakamura “When the only reason for doing a thing is to get 

something outside the activity itself, the motivation is extrinsic” (2014, p. 180). However, “When a 

person does something because he or she gets a reward directly from doing the activity itself, rather 

than because of a reward that comes after, the motivation is intrinsic” (Csikszentmihalyi and Naka-

mura, 2014, p. 180). This means that if using social media – for example watching videos on Tik-

Tok – is happening because the user finds the usage social media rewarding or pleasant itself, the 

motivation for it is intrinsic. So while the vocabulary learning from watching TikTok videos is inci-

dental and not intentional learning, the motivation for doing the activity from which the vocabulary 

learning happens is intrinsic. Intrinsic motivation might then further affect the vocabulary learning 

positively.  
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3. Participants, Methodology and Data Sets  

3.1 Participants  

The participants of this study consist of 21 Finnish ninth grade students. On average the students are 

15-year-olds who have studied English as L2 from the third grade, so approximately 6-7 years. The 

students are from a small town at the Finnish and Swedish border, where presumably multiple lan-

guages are spoken. It can be therefore assumed that they might be quite used to the idea speaking 

multiple languages and being surrounded by different languages. All 21 participants responded to 

the VST, however only 16 participants responded to the VKT. The VST answers of all 21 partici-

pants will be utilized to answer the first research question, and the data from the 16 students who 

responded to both tests will be utilized to answer to the second and third research questions.  

 

The sample type is a non-probability sample, more specifically a convenience sample. According to 

Cohen, Manion and Morrison, convenience sampling means choosing those who happen to be ac-

cessible and available at the time as the participants of a study (2011, p. 156). For this type of sam-

ple does not represent any group or population, it does not seek to generalize about a wider popula-

tion (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011, p. 156). The reasoning behind using this group of partici-

pants is the students of this age are usually rather used to using social media in their everyday life. 

Generally, social media has gained a rather prominent place in young peoples’ lives over the years. 

Especially TikTok as a social media platform has a huge audience in younger people, and in No-

vember 2022, 32,5% of TikTok’s users consisted of 10-19-year-olds (Doyle, 2022). It must also be 

noted that this study takes place two years into the covid pandemic which has led to more digital-

ized social lives overall.  

 

3.2 Ethics  

The ethical considerations of this study are based on the GDPR’s seven principles. The basis of the 

ethical considerations is informed consent. Written consent of the research subjects, as well as their 

teachers and were asked through a form. As the participants are over 15-year-olds, they were able to 

sign the consent forms themselves. A sensitive data form was filled out by the researchers and was 

submitted to the university data officer. 

 

The consent form included information about the research so that the research subjects had adequate 

knowledge about the aim of the study beforehand, as well as information on how the data is used 

after collection. The students were told that the study has to do with vocabulary learning and that 

they will be tested trough two separate tests during the collection of the data. The form also includ-
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ed information of the storage of the data. The data from the tests was collected electronically and 

is stored behind a password. The data are handled anonymously and no unnecessary data such as 

gender information was collected from the research subjects. Each student was given a number so 

that no names were collected, using numbers instead of names enhances the anonymity of the data. 

The names and corresponding numbers were only handled by the students’ teacher. Only the sepa-

rate consent form includes the names of the participants because the consent forms had to be signed. 

The data is only stored for the time needed (one month after the thesis has been examined) and will 

be destroyed afterwards.  

 

3.3 Vocabulary Size Test  

The first research question of this study is “How large are the English vocabularies of the 9th grade 

students participating in this study?”. When encountering a new word, learners guess the meaning 

of the unfamiliar word based on the contextual clues surrounding the word. Vocabulary size affects 

the learning of new vocabulary because learners need to know a significant amount of the surround-

ing words to be able to use those contextual clues (Nation, 2001, p. 23). According to Nation, “The 

Vocabulary Size Test is designed to measure both first language and second language learners’ 

written receptive vocabulary size in English.” (2012, p. 1). In this study a Vocabulary Size Test 

(VST) by Paul Nation is utilized to test L2 learners’ receptive vocabulary size.  

The test includes 140 words, that are chosen based on the word frequency levels. Word frequency 

refers to “how often the word occurs in normal use of the language” (Nation & Waring, 1997, p. 8). 

This version of the test includes words from the first most frequent 14,000 word families. Each lev-

el consists of 1000 different word families, and 10 words from each fourteen 1,000 word family 

levels are included in the test, resulting to 140 words. According to Nation “The test uses frequency 

levels based on the British National Corpus word family lists for the sampling” (2012, p. 2). As was 

previously discussed in the Literature Review section, choosing a word family as a unit means that 

the test does not include headwords, derived forms and inflicted forms separately, because a word 

family consists of all those (Nation, 2001, p. 8). It has been argued that instead of speaking of 

knowing a word, we should speak of knowing a word family (Nation, 2001, p. 47). Research on 

vocabulary sizes has shown that a vocabulary of around 8,000-9,000 word families would be re-

quired to understand most written texts, and a vocabulary of 6,000-7,000 to deal with most spoken 

conversations. (Nation, 2006, p. 79). This would mean for example watching tv, listening to simple 

conversations or reading a newspaper (Nation and Beglar, 2007, p. 9). Watching TikTok videos can 

be roughly inserted to fit those categories. This does not mean that only testing the first 8,000-9,000 

word families would be sufficient for the purposes of this study, because according to Nation, “the 
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test should measure frequency levels beyond the test-takers' likely vocabulary size” (2012, p. 2). 

This explains why the test is designed to reach the first 14,000 word families. 

The questions in the VST are designed in a form of multiple-choice questions (Figure 1). The ques-

tion therefore consists of the item that is being tested, a sentence containing the item, and four dif-

ferent choice options. According to Nation, the sentence containing the item has different purposes: 

it indicates the part of speech of the word, limits the meaning of the word if a homograph is plausi-

ble and cues the meaning with the example (2012, p. 3). The four choices, or “distractors” as Nation 

calls them, consist of the meanings of words that belong to the same 1,000 word family level as the 

word that is being tested (2012, p. 3).  

 

Figure 1. An example of a VST question from the original VST by Paul Nation. 

3.3.1  Adapted Vocabulary Size Test 

The VST is adapted to fit the purposes of the present study. Since the aim is to test whether the stu-

dents have learned the chosen test items that are included in the TikTok videos, the VST included 

those chosen words from the TikTok videos to see if the participants had previous knowledge of 

those words. A total of twelve words were chosen from the TikToks. The words were assigned so 

that in the test there were two words from each frequency level from 3,000 to 8,000. The reasoning 

behind this range is that the estimated vocabulary size of a ninth grader is on average 4,000 to 7,000 

word families (Nordlund, Kokkola and Rydström, 2023 forthcoming) and as said, the test needs to 

measure beyond the likely vocabulary size level (Nation, 2012, p. 2). 

The size of the adapted VST remained the same as the original, and thus the twelve words replaced 

the same number of words from the original VST. The replacements were chosen based on the part 

of speech and/or possible Finnish and Swedish cognates. Replacing the cognates was prioritized 

over the part of speech. The Finnish cognates were avoided the most, but since the possibility of 

multi-or bilingualism is present taken the location of the city where the participants lived, Swedish 

cognates were avoided as well. For example, in the original version, one of the words from the sev-

enth 1,000 was “yoghurt” which was replaced with “obnoxious”, because “yoghurt” is a Swedish 

and Finnish cognate. If no cognates were found in a particular word frequency level, the words were 
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switched based on their part of speech. For example, in the same seventh 1,000 the word “shud-

der” was replaced with “devolve” because they are both verbs. Polysemous words were also avoid-

ed in the VST, because when a word has multiple different meanings, a participant can know one of 

the meanings but not the one intended in a test, which could then affect the results from the test.  

Individual questions for each of the words from the TikTok videos were formed based on the same 

principles as the original by Nation. Each question includes the word that is being tested, the exam-

ple sentence and four different definition options. The choice options were formed so that in the 

adapted questions too, the options would be explanations for words that are from the same frequen-

cy level as the word that is being tested (Figure 2). 

5. VIGIL: They held a vigil. 
a. an event where food is prepared over an open fire (barbecue)  
b. a watch that is kept overnight (vigil)  
c. a secret voting (ballot)  
d. series of contests and/or games (tournament) 

Figure 2. An example of an adapted VST question.  
 

3.3.2 Data Analyses from the VST 

The analysis of the results from the VST is mainly quantitative. The results from the VST will be 

utilized to answer the first research question about the size of the participants’ vocabularies. Since 

the adapted VST is based on frequency levels from 3,000 to 8,000, the results of the VST will be 

analyzed in a way that shows which frequency level each student reaches. According to Beglar and 

Nation, if someone was to answer every test item correctly, it can be assumed that the test-taker 

knows all 14,000 most frequent word families (2007, p. 12). Although, the score from the VST does 

not represent the student’s vocabulary size as such, but instead has to be multiplied by 100 to get 

the total size of their vocabulary in the boundaries of the test, because a person’s vocabulary size 

can naturally be larger than 14,000 word families (Beglar and Nation, 2007, p. 12). For instance if a 

participant received the score of 55 out of the maximum 140 points, this would mean that their vo-

cabulary size would be around 5,500 word families. This will give the idea of how large vocabular-

ies do the participants have based on these frequency levels. The results of the VST will be present-

ed in a graph to visualize them. 

The distribution of the participants’ vocabulary sizes will be analysed and discussed as well, be-

cause the distribution enables me to investigate the overall vocabulary sizes of these particular ninth 

grade pupils. The VST results will naturally be utilized to see which words were already known by 

the participants before the intervention. The VST results of the individual test items will be ana-
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lysed to investigate whether there are differences in the participants’ knowledge of the words 

based on the part of speech or the frequency level the items belong to. 

3.4 Intervention 

Between the pre-test (VST) and the post-test (VKT) was the intervention which consisted of show-

ing the participants six different TikTok videos. The participants watched each video three times. 

First once after completing the VST (pre-test), and twice a week after before the VKT (post-test). 

The videos were shown three times to imitate the condition that they could naturally watch TikTok 

videos, as well as for the students to have enough exposure on the possible new words. In a natural 

setting the videos would repeat on loop until swiped to next video. During the experimental condi-

tion, some field notes were collected to support the data from the two tests. Notes were taken on the 

participants’ whereabouts during the experimental condition as well as their questions and reactions 

to the videos. 

 

During the first session with the participants where they answered to the VST as well as watched 

the TikTok videos once some technical problems appeared, which resulted in some time manage-

ment issues. This meant that the participants only had time to watch 5 out of the 6 videos. This were 

taken into consideration during the next session where the partcicipants watched the other videos 

two times and the missing video three times.  

3.5 Context of Words 

The third research question in this study was “How do the contexts in which the vocabulary appears 

affect the learning of individual words?”. To answer that question the test items will be investigated 

by categorizing and grouping the words by different contextual aspects. One word can appear in 

multiple different categories, because there are multiple different contextual aspects that can affect 

the learning of a word, and the contextual aspects can affect the learning of the word either positive-

ly or negatively. After the categories, some individual contextual observations will be looked at, if 

they only appeared with singular words.  

 

The videos were chosen based on the topic, having words that would fit into the chosen frequency 

levels from the third 1,000 to the eighth 1,000. The topics of the videos were chosen so that they 

would be suitable for ninth graders. There are lots of content in TikTok that is not necessarily aimed 

towards or suitable for younger audience (as does almost every social media platform) so the topic 

was the first criterion for choosing the videos. The second criterion was, that the videos would in-

clude enough words in different forms to ensure that there would be at least some words that would 
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be unknown to the participants. This was surprisingly challenging as a task, for major proportion 

of the content posted in TikTok does not include any text in any form at all, or the vocabulary con-

sists of low frequency words that are likely to be already known by the participants. In a natural 

setting the videos that each user encounters are based on the algorithm of the platform which was 

discussed in the Social Media and Language Learning section. However, for the sake of the imple-

mentation of this study, the videos that were shown to the participants were pre-chosen by the re-

searcher, and therefore are not based on the participants’ algorithms.  

 

The first contextual category is the part of speech that the words belong to. Withing the twelve cho-

sen words there are five nouns (MOISTURE, VIGIL, HERD, GILL, DESCENDANT), four verbs 

(ABSORB, DEVOLVE, STIFFEN, MOURN) and three adjectives (GIANT, DIM, OBNOXIOUS). 

The aim was to have at least almost similar number of words from each part of speech when choos-

ing the words to be tested. After the experiment the goal is to investigate whether there is a differ-

ence between the learning of words from each part of speech, and if there is a difference within the 

learning of the individual words within those parts of speech. 

 

The second contextual category is the form that the words appear in. There were three different cat-

egories based on form: words that are only spoken, words that are only written and words that are 

both spoken and written at the same time. Eight out of twelve words landed into the category of 

words that are only spoken. Most of the words being only spoken was not surprising, as most Tik-

Tok content relies on speech. Two out of the twelve words were both written and spoken at the 

same time on the videos. Although, majority of the content would have optional subtitles for spoken 

text if watched on the TikTok application. This factor was controlled for by not including the subti-

tles in this study, for they are an optional feature in the application. The feature is also not available 

if the videos are downloaded from the application, which was done for the experimental condition 

in this study. Two out of the twelve words were only written. A connective feature of both only 

written words were that both words appeared at the beginning of a video in a title. What will be 

looked at with this is the exposure time of both words, for one appeared on the screen for six sec-

onds and the other for two seconds. Both of these words also had other text overlapping them in 

other form, meaning that as both of these words appeared in a title, the video would already “start” 

and have some spoken text at the same time.  

 

The third contextual category has to do with the audio-visual content of the video and if it supports 

the guessing and learning of the word. For example, in the video where the word “descendant” ap-

pears, the whole idea of the video is to make a joke about the fact that chickens are the descendants 
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of dinosaurs. And while the word also appears in the title of the video, the whole video basically 

builds up to explain what the word “descendant” means. Other supporting material in this context 

can also be if the video shows some visual material of the word. For example, in the video where 

the word “mourn” appears, the video shows elephants looking at skulls or other remains of dead 

elephants.  

 

The fourth contextual category is similar to the latter but instead is about whether the other text in 

the video supports the learning of the word. Two forms of support from other texts were identified. 

Firstly, the text can support the understanding by presenting antonyms or opposites. For example, 

with the word “moisture”, the word “dry” is used as an opposite for the word. “Dry” is also a very 

low frequency word, so the subjects can quite safely be expected to know it. Secondly, the text can 

support the learning and/or guessing the word by presenting synonyms or explanations for the word. 

For instance, in the case of the word “gills”, the other text explains the function of them by saying 

they “help it get more oxygen”. 

 

The fifth contextual category is the number of times the words appear in the video that they appear 

in. Most of the words only appeared in the videos once, although there were two words that ap-

peared multiple times throughout the videos. This category also involves the times the only written 

words appear on the videos. As was discussed in the Language Learning and Teaching section, rep-

etition is an important aspect of vocabulary acquisition. Although, numerous aspects such as the 

number of repetitions and the spacing of the repetitions affect how much the repetition affects vo-

cabulary learning. Webb discusses the uncertainty of the required number of repetitions for vocabu-

lary learning and suggests that context might be the reason why the number varies throughout re-

search (2008a, p. 233). In some contexts the meaning of the word appears clearer than in others, 

which is why this category especially required consideration in relation to the other categories.  

 

Collocations of the chosen test items were also investigated. According to Nation “Knowing a word 

involves what words it typically occurs with” (2001, p. 56.). Some words appeared in contexts that 

involved words that are in line with the collocative words they usually occur with. For instance, the 

word “herd” appeared in a context where phrases such as “herd of elephants” appeared which are 

typical collocative words for it, as the word “herd” usually occurs with words that refer to animals, 

such as “cows” or “elephants” according to the Oxford collocation dictionary. The preposition “of” 

is also a very typical collocative word to be paired with “herd”. The opposite example would be 

with the word “absorb” which referred to light in the TikTok video, while the typical collocative 

words usually have to do with liquids or interests.  
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The way in which the words were said was investigated as well. The manner a word was said could 

affect the learning of the word either negatively or positively. If a word was said rather quickly or 

quietly, it can be hypothesized that it could affect the learning of the word negatively. For example, 

the word “absorb” was said relatively quickly in the middle of a sentence, and therefore could easily 

be missed. Whereas in the same video spoken by the same person the word “dim” was said clearly 

at the end of a sentence followed by a clear pause, which then could affect the learning of the word 

positively. 

 

Homophones must also be considered. The already mentioned “herd” could be mistaken for “heard” 

for they are pronounced the same. The word was only spoken, so it increases the chance for it to be 

misheard. Although, the words are not from the same part of speech, which may influence the 

chances of mishearing. Another word that could be understood twofold was “mourn” which could 

be mistaken for “morn”. 

3.6 Vocabulary Knowledge Test  

The second research question of this study was “What impact does watching TikTok videos have on 

vocabulary knowledge?”. To investigate the learning and knowledge of those 12 words chosen from 

the TikTok videos, that were included in the VST, another test was implemented. The test is called 

the Vocabulary Knowledge Test (VKT), that is based on the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) 

by Paribakht and Wesche (1997). The test measures the knowledge of those twelve words by col-

lecting the participants’ own self-reported recollection of them, based on five different knowledge 

levels as illustrated in Figure 3. 

I. I don’t remember having seen this word before. 

II. I have seen this word before, but I don’t know what it means.  
III. I have seen this word before and I think it means: (Write a translation, synonym or explana-

tion). 
IV. I know this word. It means: (Write a translation, synonym or explanation). 
V. I can use this word in a sentence: (Write a sentence. If you do V, please also do IV.) 

Figure 3. VKS elicitation scale (Paribakht & Wesche, 1997, p. 180).  

 

The participants were presented with a list of the twelve words and had to assess each word sepa-

rately utilizing the knowledge levels on the self-report scale. According to Paribakht and Weche 

(1997, p. 179) the differences in the scale are subtle enough to be assessed by the participants them-

selves, but drastic enough that gains during a brief instructional period – or in this case exposure 

during the experimental condition – can be captured. The test was carried out a week after the VKT, 

and immediately after showing the TikTok videos for the second and third time. The reasoning be-
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hind the VKS is based on the theory of vocabulary depth that was discussed in the Literature 

Review section: because there are different levels of vocabulary knowledge, this test attempts to 

capture where the participants position themselves regarding the test items. The goal of the different 

levels is to take into account the different aspects of what it means to know a word. 

The scoring of an individual item in the VKT is illustrated in Figure 4. The scoring of the VKT dif-

fers from the original VKS, since in the original scale the lowest score is 1, whereas in this version 

it is 0, so that in this study having zero points indicated not knowing or having seen a test item be-

fore. These changes are based on Nordlund, Kokkola and Rydström’s (2023, forthcoming) study 

which included the same VKT modifications. If a participant answers incorrectly to categories III, 

IV or V, it will lead to score of 1. To get a score of 2, a particpant must provide a correct translation 

or a synonym in the category III or IV (Paribakth & Wesche, 1997, p. 180). Score of 3 indicates that 

the participant has provided a sentence that demonstrates the correct understanding of the meaning 

of the word, but the grammar of the word is incorrect (Paribakth & Wesche, 1997, p. 180). The 

maximum score of 4 requires that the participant has provided demonstration of correct semantic 

and grammatic use of the word, while the sentence can include other errors (Paribakth & Wesche, 

1997, p. 180). 

Self-report Possible  Meaning of scores 

categories scores 

I   0  The word is not familiar at all. 

II   1  The word is familiar, but its meaning is not known. 

 

III    2  A correct synonym, translation or explanation is given. 

 

IV   3  The word is used with semantic appropriateness in a sentence. 

 

V   4  The word is used with semantic appropriateness and grammatical  

    accuracy in a sentence.  

Figure 4. Scoring of the VKS (adapted from Paribakht & Wesche, 1997). 

 

3.6.1 Analyses of the Vocabulary Knowledge Test 

To analyse the data from the VKT, the overall scores of individual participants were first calculated. 

The individual VKT answers were scored according to the scoring rules described above. Similarly 

to the VST answers, the range and distribution of the VKT scores were inspected as well, to see 

how well did the participants retain the test items overall. The VST and VKT scores of the individ-
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ual participants were compared as well to see if the two scores correlate. To see whether there 

are scores that appear more frequently than others, the modes of the results were considered.  

 

A large focus of the analysis of the VKT results was on the scores of the individual test items. The 

scores of the individual test items allowed me to investigate whether some words were better re-

tained than others. Since the scores from the VST inform whether the participants had previous 

knowledge on the test items, the scores of the participants who were familiar with the words and the 

scores of the participants who were not familiar with the words could be compared. The two scores 

allowed me to calculate the statistical significance of the retention of the words after watching the 

TikTok videos. This study utilized the Mann-Whitney U test to calculate the statistical significance 

of each test item. The Mann-Whitney U test is a non-parametric test that allows the comparison of 

two independent samples (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011, p. 655). The test allowed me to exam-

ine whether the possible learning of the test items is inflicted by the intervention.  

 

3.7 Validity and Reliability of the Design  

Previous sections have now described the design of this study in detail. An important aspect of any 

research is the validity of the study, which refers to whether the study reflects what it is believed to 

reflect, and whether the results of the study have significance outside the study (Gass and Mackey, 

2015, p. 158). Another important research aspect is reliability, which refers to consistency, depend-

ability and replicability over time, respondents, and instruments (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 

2011, p. 199). Next, I will discuss validity and reliability in the present study.  

 

The main types of validity are external validity and internal validity. External validity refers to the 

generalizability of the results of a study. With external validity one can examine to what extent are 

the results relevant to wider population, other settings, cases, times, or situations (Cohen, Manion 

and Morrison, 2011, p. 186). The external validity of the design is relatively high, since the TikTok 

videos exist in the real world. Although, the study takes place in a classroom setting, with pre-

chosen videos and not in a natural setting with videos chosen by the participants’ algorithms.  

 

According to Gass and Mackey, internal validity refers to the extent the differences found for the 

dependent variable are directly related to the independent variable, therefore the extent to which the 

results are a function of a factor that is being researched (2015, p. 160). Multiple factors can affect 

the internal validity of a study. In relation to the present study participant attitude and inattention, as 

well as data collection and location are factors that are most likely to influence the validity. One 
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cannot guarantee that the participants are willing to perform the test to their best abilities, which 

can the affect the validity. Different participants’ levels of attentiveness can be different. Others 

might perform to their best abilities, while others might not, which will lead to differences in the 

results. To my estimate, the manner of data collection and location might affect the internal validity 

positively, since the data collection is performed at their school, during a normal class, where they 

are usually used to performing language exercises and regular tests, in comparison to completing 

the test in another location. 

 

 The content validity of the VST and VKT are relatively high. The VST is promised to measure the 

receptive vocabulary size of language learners. Since the test is a standardized test, it has been used 

before and gained the recognition as a worthwhile instrument. Of course, it lacks for example in not 

being able to predict productive vocabulary size, however, it does not promise to function as a 

measurement for it. The content validity of the VKT is also relatively high, since the test allows the 

measurement of the different levels of the vocabulary knowledge. The VKT is also a standardized 

test which has been used numerous times before, and the nothing but the individual scores have 

been altered from the original version. Although, an affecting factor might be that even though the 

score scale is the same as in the original, the scoring is still dependent on the researcher. However, 

the scoring criterion are kept as coherent as possible. 

 

Reliability refers to consistency, dependability and replicability over time, respondents, and instru-

ments (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011, p. 199). Instrument reliability on the other hand specif-

ically refers to ensuring that the chosen instrument is reliable. The fact that both tests are standard-

ized tests affect the instrument reliability positively since it improves the tests’ consistency and rep-

licability over time. The scoring was overseen by the supervisor of this thesis which affects the reli-

ability of this study positively although a formal inter-rater reliability test was not administered due 

to the small scale of the study. However, each score from both tests have been checked on many 

occasions.  
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4. Results and Discussion 

This section presents the results of the study as well as the discussion on those results. Each re-

search question and the corresponding data and discussion will be presented in separate sections. 

Often the results and discussion are presented in separate section, however, in the present study 

providing the results and the discussion will allow me to answer the research questions in a more 

comprehensible manner while making sure that the connections between the results and the discus-

sion are clear. 

4.1 Vocabulary Sizes of the Participants  

This section answers the first research question “How large are the English vocabularies of 9th 

grade students participating in this study?”. The data consists of 21 answers to the adapted version 

of the Vocabulary Size Test by Nation. This section will first examine the overall vocabulary sizes 

of the participants and the implications of those sizes. After that will follow the discussion of the 

results from the individual test items that were embedded in the original standardized VST. Exam-

ining these individual words will show us the participants’ knowledge on the test items before the 

intervention and the differences between the participants’ knowledge of those words.  

 

As was discussed in the Participants, Methodology and Data Sets section, field notes were gathered 

during the tests. The participants commented and presented questions about the VST. Some of the 

participants were very vocal during the VST and commented on the difficulty of the test and some 

felt that they did not understand the questions. During the test, some “cliques” of participants 

formed and while some cliques were quiet and seemed to concentrate on the task, some cliques 

were more distracted. The participants asked some technical questions regarding the test, such as 

whether they could give more than one answer to a question, or whether they would be recognized 

from the answers. Overall, all participants managed to complete the VST. The VST results then 

showed that the vocabulary sizes of the participants ranged from 3,300 word families to 9,900 word 

families. The distribution of the results is displayed in Figure 5 below. 
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Figure 5. VST results.

 

As can be seen from the Figure 5, the data distribution is positively skewed, meaning that majority 

of the answers fall towards the lower scores, apart from few exceptions, resulting in a “tail” that is 

skewed to the right. The mode of the VST results is 7,700 word families, because that same result 

occurred twice in the 21 results. While there technically is a mode, it still does not represent the 

results meaningfully, because the mode is formed by only two answers. Also, according to Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, the mode might not be a great measure in cases where the distribution is 

skewed, because the skewness can affect the mode highly (2011, p. 611). What the absence of a 

clear mode shows is that the VST is a good discriminatory text, as there are not too many similar 

results. The test provides data that is fine grained, meaning that the test results are precise enough to 

show the participants’ differences in regards of their vocabulary knowledge.  

 

 

Figure 6. Participants’ individual VST results from smallest to largest size.
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The estimated vocabulary size of a ninth grader is between 4,000 and 7,000 word families and as 

can be seen from the Figure 6, half of the results align with this estimation. Out of the 16 partici-

pants one had vocabulary size below 4,000, and as many as eight participants’ vocabulary sizes 

were over 7,000 word families. Many participants reached to results of over 9,000 known word 

families, which is seen in the already mentioned skew of the data. This implies that although the 

range of the results is quite large, majority of the participants are highly capable language users. 

The reasoning for this is that as said before in the literature review, a vocabulary size of 6,000-7,000 

word families is needed for comprehending spoken text and vocabulary size of 8,000-9,000 is 

enough for dealing with both spoken and written text (Nation, 2006, p. 79). The estimation of the 

vocabulary size of a ninth grader falls into the estimation of the vocabulary size to understand spo-

ken texts adequately. The participants with the vocabulary sizes around 4,000 are likely to hardly be 

able to handle everyday language use, while the participants with vocabulary sizes of over 9,000 

word families could possibly deal with university level language.  

 

 

Table 2. VST results of individual words. 

 

Table 2 illustrates the VST results of the twelve individual words. In order to distinguish which 

words were already known by the participants before watching the TikTok videos, the words were 

investigated individually. The words in same word classes have received similar numbers of correct 

answers. As can is illustrated in Table 2, three word classes were included within the test items and 

the participants have known adjectives the best, since the amount of correct answers ranges between 

13 and 17. Two of the three adjectives are high frequency words, which might affect the number of 

correct answers, however, “OBNOXIOUS” is a relatively low frequency word and still there are 13 

correct answers out of 21. With verbs the number of correct answers ranges between 4 and 10, but 

the most recurring number of correct answers is 6. The verbs were from four different frequency 
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levels, but still there were similar numbers of known words except for “DEVOLVE” which was 

from the seventh 1,000 and only 3 participants knew it in the VST. The number of correct answers 

within nouns ranges the most, as “VIGIL” was only known by 3 participants and “MOISTURE” 

was known by 9 participants. These observations and results are based on the word classes that the 

words belong to in the TikTok videos that the words appear in. It must be noted that some of the 

words can be regarded as belonging to multiple different word categories. The word GIANT could 

be regarded as an adjective, as is in the TikTok video, or as a noun. The word DIM could also be 

regarded as an adjective or as a verb. Therefore, we cannot know if the participants knew what both 

giant as a verb or giant as an adjective means.  

 

While these are the implications of the results from the VST, the generalizability of these results is 

affected by numerous factors. The major aspects that hamper the generalization of the results are the 

sample type and size. The sample type of this study is a convenience sample, meaning that the par-

ticipants were chosen based on who happen to accessible as the participants of this study (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison, 2011, p. 156). A convenience sample is always a non-probability sample, 

which means that the results cannot be generalized to the larger population of 9 th graders in Finnish 

schools. Moreover, the sample size of this study is small, although smaller sample sizes are typical 

and appropriate for small-scale studies such as a Master’s Thesis. These results are not enough for 

answering how large are the vocabularies of 9th graders overall, but they can be used to study the 

vocabulary size of the specific sample. Furthermore, the ninth graders in this study form a large 

proportion of the ninth graders of the school they attend, so generalizing the results to the ninth 

graders in that specific school might be possible. Since the sample of this study consists of ninth 

graders who live in a small border town in Finland it might affect their language knowledge and the 

sizes of their vocabularies. This can then impact the generalizability of the findings. Although the 

sample is small in absolute terms, it reflects a large portion of ninth grades in Finnish schools along 

the Finnish-Swedish border. 

 

Overall, the vocabulary sizes of the ninth graders participating in this study ranged from 3,300 word 

families to 9,900 word families. Although the range of the vocabulary sizes is rather large, the dis-

tribution of those results is relatively even. The mode of the VST scores was 7,700, which is a little 

above the estimated vocabulary size of a ninth grader. According to these results, most of the partic-

ipants are at least able to use everyday English. Considering the high number of participants ex-

ceeding the expected vocabulary size, many could be able to handle more challenging texts or even 

academic level texts. 
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4.2 TikTok Videos’ Impact on Vocabulary Knowledge  

This section answers the second research question “What impact does watching TikTok videos have 

on vocabulary knowledge?”. To answer the RQ2, this section examines the results of the Vocabu-

lary Knowledge Test. All the items in the VKT were embedded in the VST, so we have some 

knowledge of the participants’ familiarity with the items before watching the TikToks. The VKT 

provides insight into the participants’ knowledge of the words after watching TikToks, enabling me 

to draw conclusions about the impact they have had on short term vocabulary retention. The desired 

result is that the possible learning of the words is causal and relates to the intervention, however, the 

degree of the causality is uncertain. The reason is that the main focus of this section is on inspecting 

which words were retained after watching the TikTok videos, and whether the learning was statisti-

cally significant. Other relations will be discussed as well, since the VST and the VKT answers can 

be compared within this group to see whether there is a connection between the vocabulary size and 

the learning of new vocabulary after the intervention. 

 

The data used in this section consists of the answers to the Vocabulary Knowledge Test (VKT) 

which is based on the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale by Paribakht and Wesche (1997). The data 

from the VKT consist of 16 answers, because some participants did not give answers to the VKT or 

only gave null answers, and hence five participants were excluded. The test consisted of self-

evaluation scales for 12 words and the maximum possible score from the test was 48 points. The 

total test scores from the participants ranged from 7 points to 39 points as presented in the Table 3. 

The results from individual words were analysed and the statistical significance was tested using the 

Mann-Whitney U test.  

 

VKT score Vocabulary size 

7 p. 4,000 

7 p. 6,000 

8 p. 4,700 

8 p. 7,700 

10 p. 6,400 

13 p. 3,400 

14 p. 4,500 

16 p. 7,200 

18 p. 5,800 

29 p. 7,900 

31 p. 7,700 

32 p. 8,900 

33 p.  9,100 

39 p.  9,600 

39 p. 9,900 

Table 3. VST scores and vocabulary sizes of individual participants.  
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The VKT scores of the individual participants, as well as their vocabulary sizes based on the 

VST results are presented in the Table 3. As can be seen from the Table 3, the scoring range is quite 

large. Table 3 also shows that the vocabulary sizes and the scores from the VKT do not align from 

smallest to largest throughout the data. The VKT results and vocabulary sizes only correlate with 

the largest VKT scores and largest vocabulary sizes, since all participants whose vocabulary sizes 

were over 8,900 word families received over 30 points from the VST. The lack of clear correlation 

between the VKT and VST results throughout the whole data can be seen within the three modes in 

the VKT data that are marked in yellow, blue, and green in the Table 3. This indicates that size and 

depth of vocabulary are indeed separate phenomena. Within the modes of 7 points and 8 points the 

vocabulary sizes of the participants do not align. The corresponding VST results of the participants 

that received either seven or eight points ranges from 4,000 word families to as high as 7,700 word 

families, which is a large range in this context. Within the mode of 39 points the corresponding vo-

cabulary sizes are of similar size, 9,600 word families and 9,900 word families, which further un-

derlines that the connection between larger vocabulary sizes and deeper vocabulary knowledge. A 

vocabulary size of over 9,000 word families is large enough that the student should be able to han-

dle academic text, which is present here, since the participants that had larger vocabulary sizes pro-

vided more complex answers in the VKT, than those whose vocabulary sizes were for example 

4,000 word families.  

 

As was discussed in the Relationship of Vocabulary Size and Depth section, vocabulary between 

the frequency levels of 3,000 word families to 9,000 word families are called the mid-frequency 

vocabulary (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014). Based on this, a majority of the participants belonged to this 

category of vocabulary frequency. Although, the idea of Schmitt and Schmitt was to gain recogni-

tion for the phenomenon of the mid-frequency vocabulary, the range is nevertheless quite large. The 

mid-frequency vocabulary is in the point where a change can be noticed, because the vocabulary 

does not consist of the most frequent and useful vocabulary, nor does it all consist of specialist or 

academic vocabulary. This seemingly confused data could be explained with that transition stage.  

 

The position of the modes is also relevant for understanding the results and the test instrument. As 

illustrated in Table 3, the modes are placed at the opposite ends of the range of results, meaning that 

the most common scores in this sample are either relatively low or relatively high. Given the small 

sample size, no strong conclusions can be drawn, but one possible explanation is the so called “ceil-

ing effect” with the higher scores and “floor effect” with the lower scores. Ceiling effect and floor 

effect refer to situations where the test instrument’s accuracy is compromised. Ceiling effect “oc-

curs when the highest possible score or close to the highest score on a test or measurement instru-
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ment is reached” (Taylor, 2010, n.p.). In this data it would refer to the mode of 39 points. Floor 

effect refers to the other end of the spectrum where the scores are close to the lowest score of the 

instrument. This would mean the modes of 7 and 8 points in this data. It also must be noted that the 

participants who scored 0 points are excluded from the data. These effects can compromise the in-

terpretations of the data, because it can be difficult to distinguish whether the data reflects the per-

formance of the participants or the instrument’s ability to measure those participants (Taylor, 2010).  

 

 In addition to the modes within the VKT data, the mode of the VST results is worth investigating 

here as well. As mentioned in the Vocabulary Sizes of the Participants section above, the mode of 

the VST results was 7,700 word families. As can be seen from the Table 3, the VKT scores of the 

two participants who received that score differ from each other greatly, because where one received 

31 points the other received only 8 points. The individual VKT answers of these participants differ 

greatly. The participant who received 31 points gave multiple written answers to options III to V 

and at least recalled seeing all of the test items. The participant who received only 8 points did not 

provide any written answers to any of the words, therefore claiming that they did not know what 

any of the words meant. Based on their own assessment, they only either had never seen a word 

before or had seen a word before but did not know what it meant. One possible explanation for this 

is that the participant experienced fatigue or boredom from being tested and therefore only gave 

answers that were quick to give or required no producing of text. While the differences between 

these two might seem relevant, no clear conclusion can be drawn from the individual answers of 

these participants, because the signals of fatigue are this strong with the participant who received 

only 8 points.  

 

 
Table 4. Incorrect answers in VST and the VKT scores.         Table 5. VKT Correct answer in VST and VKT scores. 

 

In addition to the overall VKT scores, the scoring of the individual words is relevant for analysing 

the distribution of the scores as well, because with these scores we can see whether the words are 

retained after seeing the TikTok videos and whether there are differences in the retention of indi-
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vidual words. The Tables 4 and 5 show the scorings of the individual words in the VKT. The 

scores are presented in two separate tables based on whether the participants knew the words in the 

VST or not. The first look of the Tables 4 and 5 shows that the number of times participants re-

ceived 0 points from a word is quite large in both Tables. Receiving zero points per word means 

that the participant thought that they had never seen the word before and did not know what it 

means. Technically, no participant should have received zero points from a word, because all 

twelve words were embedded in the original standardized VST as well as shown or heard in the 

TikTok videos. Especially the participants who got the words right in the VST should have at least 

been able to recognize seeing the word before. Although the number of zero points is smaller in 

Table 5 than in Table 4. The test bias might be an explanation for this because there was a 25% 

chance of guessing the word right in the VST, because there were four options for each word. This 

can explain the high number of 0 points from the participants in Table 5.  

 

Tables 4 and 5 also show that the number of times participants received 1 point from a word is large 

in both groups. One point indicates that the participant had seen the word before but did not know 

what it meant. In Table 5, the number of times a participant received a score of 4 points from the 

VKT is larger than the number of times a participant received a score of 1 point, but in Table 4 the 

number of 1 points is the largest. Of course, in Table 5, the number of times a participant received a 

score of 4 correlates with the VST results and shows that a large number of participants who knew a 

word in the VST really knew a word and demonstrated their knowledge by providing an example 

sentence. However, the number of a score of 1 is relatively large in Table 5 considering that they 

were supposed to know what the words meant based on the VST results. The test bias might be an 

explanation for this as well. Although, the difference is now that these participants now remem-

bered at least seeing the word before.  

 

Within the participants who were not familiar with the words before watching the TikTok videos 

the number of times participants received a score of 1 point indicates that most of the participants 

were now able to recognize a word after completing the VST and seeing the TikTok videos. In rela-

tion to Nation’s conceptualization of the depth of vocabulary knowledge, receiving one point from 

the VKT would indicate that based on the participant’s own assessment, their knowledge reaches 

the first level of vocabulary knowledge, which is the knowledge of the word form (Nation, 2002). 

The low number of times participants received three or four points from the VKT in Table 4 con-

trasts and emphasizes that most of the times the learning did not reach the other levels of 

knowledge, knowledge of meaning and knowledge of the use of the words (Nation, 2001). This 

would mean that the impact that watching TikTok videos has on vocabulary knowledge is that Tik-
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Tok videos are able to introduce new words and make the viewer recognize the words later but 

does not necessarily reach the level of actually knowing what the words mean or how to use them.  

 

The statistical significance of the learning of individual words was calculated using the Mann-

Whitney U test, because the data consists of two independent samples of non-parametrical data. 

Mann-Whitney U test is a non-parametric test designed based on ranks, and it compares the differ-

ences between two independent samples (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011, p. 655). In this case it 

used to see whether there is a statistically significant difference between the learning of participants 

who knew a word in the VST and those who did not know the word in VST, and therefore whether 

watching TikTok videos led to the learning of the words. While the learning of numerous words 

was positive in relation to individual participants, only the learning of one word was proven statisti-

cally significant. In regards of the word DESCENDANT the learning of the word was proven sig-

nificant (Mann-Whitney: U(crit) = 9,0, U(stat) 4,5, p ≤ 0,05). The scoring of the word is presented 

in Table 6. As seen from the Table 6, of the eleven participants who previously did not know the 

word “descendant”, nine were able to recognize the word after watching the TikTok videos. The 

significance of those scores was calculated in relation to the ones who already knew the word in the 

VST. Most of the participants who already knew the word were also able to showcase their 

knowledge of the word by providing an example sentence in the VKT, resulting to 4 points. 

 

DESCENDANT 0p. 1p. 2p. 3p. 4p. 

Incorrect VST answer 2 9 0 0 0 

Correct VST answer 0 1 0 0 4 

Table 6. VKT scoring of the word DESCENDANT. 

 

It must be noted that the statistical significance of the word GIANT could not be calculated, be-

cause it was already a well-known word in the VST. As can be seen from the Tables 4 and 5, only 

one participant did not know the word in the VST. Therefore, it could not be calculated whether 

watching the TikTok videos had an impact on participants’ knowledge of that word. The ceiling 

effect is a possible explanation for this, because as explained before, it refers to a situation where 

the results reach close to the highest score of the instrument. The statistical significance of the word 

VIGIL was not possible to calculate either, but for the opposite reason: so few participants knew the 

word in the VST, and therefore the comparison between the two groups was not possible. The floor 

effect is the possible explanation for this, because in this case the results reach close to the lowest 

possible score of the instrument.  

 



 59 

There are similar aspects to the generalization of the VKT results as there are to the VST results 

that were discussed in the previous section. The sample size and type affect the generalization of the 

VKT as well, because the answers are only applicable to this specific group. In relation to that, the 

VKT only included twelve words from the TikTok videos, meaning that the learning of other words 

included in the TikTok videos is unknown. The test is also based on self-assessment, which also 

affects the validity of the test. As noted previously, the self-assessment, and testing in general, are 

prone to the participants fatigue and/or boredom, which then further can impact the accuracy of the 

test results.  

 

Based on these results, the answer to the second research question is that watching TikTok videos 

enables the users to familiarize themselves with new vocabulary and thereby reach the level of 

recognition with previously unfamiliar vocabulary This means that overall, only watching TikTok 

videos is not enough for learning the meanings of new words and learning how to use those words. 

Therefore, it mainly increases the receptive knowledge, because receptive knowledge carries the 

idea that we “receive language input form others through listening or reading and try to comprehend 

it“ (Nation, 2001, p. 24). This would mean that the receptive knowledge of a word reaches the level 

of recognizing the word. While there where individual occurrences where a participant’s knowledge 

of a word reached the other levels of vocabulary knowledge such as knowing the meaning of the 

word and knowing how to use the word, no conclusion could be drawn from those results as the 

sample size is so small and the learning was not statistically significant. The learning of the statisti-

cally significant word, DESCENDANT, illustrates this as most of the participants who previously 

did not know the words now only reached the level of recognizing the word.  

4.3 Context’s Effect on Vocabulary Learning 

This section answers the third research question “How do the contexts in which the vocabulary ap-

pears affect the learning of individual words?”. To answer that question the section first examines 

the contextual aspects of individual words in relation to how well the participants retained the 

words after the intervention of watching the TikTok videos. The data that is used consists of all data 

from the VST and from the VKT, plus the contextual aspects that might have affected the learning 

of the words. The words will first be investigated by themselves to see what contextual aspects re-

late to each word and what the learning of those words was like based on the VKT. After that, the 

different contexts will be discussed by themselves. Table 7 presents the individual words, the fre-

quency level that they belong to, context and repetition in the video as well as the scores from the 

VST and VKT. The VKT scores of the participants who did not get the words right in the VST are 
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marked in red and the scores of the participants who got the words right in the VST are marked 

in green.  

 

 

Table 7. Individual test items and the contextual aspects with the VST and VKT results.  

 

The learning of the word DESCENDANT was statistically significant as was shown in the Tik-

Tok’s Impact on Vocabulary Learning section. The word was relatively unknown to the participants 

before the intervention, because only a third of them knew the word in the VST. After watching the 

TikTok video the word appeared in, the learning of the word reached the level of recognition within 

the participants who had not known the word in the VST. 9 out of 11 participants who did not know 

the word in the VST recognized that they had seen the word before after the intervention. The word 

DESCENDANT appeared as the title of the TikTok video that appeared for six seconds in the be-

ginning of the video. The content of the other (spoken) text supported the learning of the words, 

because the word descendant and its meaning was a crucial part of the joke in the video. In the vid-

eo the joke is that the once so ferocious dinosaurs have evolved backwards, since the benign chick-

ens are their descendants. The other text also explained what the word meant by saying that it is 

someone’s “great great great great great great great grandson”.  

 

The word HERD was only reached close to statistical significance, although, the results of the word 

are still relevant, because of the repetition aspect. The number of participants who were unfamiliar 
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with the word in the VST and who did know the word in the VST was quite similar (9 wrong and 

7 right). The retention of the word HERD also reached the level of recognition within those partici-

pants who did not know the word before watching the TikTok videos. What discerns this word from 

other test items is that it is the most repeated word out the twelve test items. This regards both the 

number of overall repetitions as well as repetitions within the TikTok video. The word is said four 

times in the video that it appears in, which might impact the learning of the word, since repetition is 

proven to have a positive effect on vocabulary learning. As was discussed in the Vocabulary Learn-

ing and Teaching section, repetition is one of the most influential contextual aspects that relate to 

vocabulary retention. According to research by Webb and Nation (2017, n.p.), the adequate number 

of repetition ranges from 7 to 12 encounters, if considering incidental vocabulary learning. This 

usually refers to a longer period of time, not during one session such as within one video. However, 

repeating the same word might aid noticing during a short period, which was also an aspect that 

might affect vocabulary retention positively (Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). In addition, the possi-

bility that the word could be mistaken for the homophone “heard” existed, but since the word was 

repeated relatively many times and the words “herd” and “heard” are from different word classes, 

distinguishing the two might have been easier. However, at least one participant mixed the word 

HERD with the word “herb”. The participants who were unfamiliar with the word before the inter-

vention were unable to provide example sentences and thus only reached the level of recognition. 

However, three of the participants who were aware of the word before produced example sentences 

such as “There was a huge herd of animals.” or “You are part of a herd”, after providing definitions 

of “a big group of some animals” or “a big group of animals”. Although their level of knowledge 

before the intervention is unknown, these examples exhibit that many participants really did retain 

the meaning after watching the TikToks, even though the depth of their previous knowledge is un-

known. To obtain information of the participants’ knowledge of the words before the intervention 

would require meta-cognitive information. While it is plausible that the close proximity encounters 

could increase the noticing, no clear conclusions can be drawn from this data. Such meta-cognitive 

information would require a completely different research design, since such data can only be ob-

tained through an interview as was mentioned in the Review of the Literature.  

 

Although the word DEVOLVE was only close to being statistically significant, the scores and con-

textual aspects are worth examining. The word was relatively poorly known in the VST, but the 

VKT scores of the participants who were unfamiliar with the word before the intervention were the 

most ranging. As is portrayed in the Table 7, five participants only recognized seeing the word be-

fore, while as many as three participants were able to provide definitions for the word and three 

participants were even able to provide example sentences for the word. Those three participants 
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form the largest number of those who initially did not know what a word meant before watching 

the TikTok videos and who were now able to provide an example sentence. The learning rate of the 

word could be explained with quite many contextual aspects. The word was spoken only once in the 

video, but the sentence “That’s not evolving, that’s devolving” in which the word appeared really 

emphasized the word and the prefix “de-“. This emphasis on the word and the prefix resulted in 

some anecdata, because the word DEVOLVE was one of the most remembered words for example 

by the supervisor of this thesis. Providing an opposite using a similar word “evolve”, which is a 

very high frequency (K2) word, might have affected the learning positively. Many of the partici-

pants provided the example of “the opposite of evolve” in their VKT answers. One of the partici-

pants that did not know the word before provided an example sentence “I’d say that species have 

devolved not evolved”, which further shows that they really retained the word in that context. Also, 

since the sentence was intended as a joke, the aspect of humour might have had a positive effect on 

the learning of the word.  

 

The word VIGIL was the least known word in the VST. As said in the previous section, it was not 

possible to calculate the statistical significance of the word because of that. Only 2 out of 16 partic-

ipants knew the word in the VST, which tells that the word is overall quite demanding. After watch-

ing the TikTok video, 6 participants still claimed they had not seen the word before, and equal 

amount recognized seeing the word. Two participants were able to provide a correct definition for 

the word. VIGIL is a relatively low frequency word, because it belongs to the sixth 1,000 word fam-

ilies. The word is said only once in the video that it appears in. Although, the word is said at the end 

of the sentence with an emphasis on the word, which could have had a supporting effect on the re-

tention of the word. The video and the other text support the learning to some extent, as the sen-

tence “A herd of elephants showed up to his house and remained there to two days and what wit-

nesses honestly described as a vigil” describes what a vigil means to some degree. The person in the 

TikTok video speaks quite fast, and the word is only mentioned once, which might be a possible 

explanation to why the word was not retained well. 

 

Similarly to the word VIGIL, the statistical significance of the word GIANT was not possible to 

calculate. For the word GIANT the reason was that the word was so well known in the VST. How-

ever, the participants’ example sentences were worthwhile to investigate, to see whether they un-

derstood the word as a noun or an adjective. Six of the participants who provided either a definition 

or an example sentence understood the word as only an adjective and provided examples such as 

“big”, “huge” or in Finnish “jättimäinen”. Two of those participants understood the word only as a 

noun and gave examples “big man” and “big thing” with the example sentence “A giant was walk-
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ing in the mountains”. Surprisingly, as many as five participants were able to demonstrate their 

knowledge of the polysemy of the word by providing examples and definitions of both meanings. 

the examples included for instance “big/huge/mythical creature” and “jättiläinen, hyvin suuri”. One 

participant went as far as providing example sentences for both meanings and gave the example 

sentences of “That giant is very lovely.” and “There is a giant strawberry.”. While a large number of 

the participants indicated that they understood the word either only as an adjective or only as a 

noun, these results nonetheless indicated that many of the ninth graders were able to understand the 

concept of polysemy.  

 

The learning of the word ABSORB was curious, because almost half of the participants already 

knew the word in the VST and the participants who did not reached the level of recognition after the 

intervention. Only two participants who were unfamiliar with the word previously were able to ei-

ther provide a definition for the word or an example sentence. The video that the word ABSORB 

appears in does not necessarily support the learning of the word, because the video only shows ge-

neric video material of space and spaceships while the voice-over is talking about a more specific 

thing. Additionally, the word ABSORB is used in a context where there are none of the usual col-

locative words. In the video the word refers to absorbing light, when the usual collocations for the 

word have to do with liquids or gas or non-material matters such as an adjective describing an inter-

ested person as ‘absorbed’. This might have affected the learning of the word from the video nega-

tively. The one participant who was able to provide an example sentence did not use the word with 

a similar idea as was in the video but rather provided the example sentence “The pad absorbed eve-

rything”, which in that context refers to a liquid.  

  

The learning of the word MOISTURE stands out, because it is the only word where all the partici-

pants that did not know the word in the VST now at least recognized seeing the word before, mean-

ing that there were no 0 points from those participants. The word MOISTURE appears in a context 

where the person in the video is frosting a cake while a voice-over explains that “It just allowed 

time to completely harden that cake, stiffen it up, but it also locks in a lot of moisture and so the 

freezer does not dry your cake out.”. The accompanying speech explains the word by using oppo-

sites because the person contrasts moisture with dryness. The video, on the other hand does not 

support the learning of the word, it is more distracting: it only shows the video of the person icing a 

cake, which can make the viewer focus on the video more than what the person is talking about. 

Another explanation for why the word was so well remembered is that many participants seemed to 

know the word “moisturize” based on their VKT answers. Sometimes it affected the learning posi-

tively and showed that sometimes the learning of word from the same word family might improve 
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the learning, while in some cases the participants understood MOISTURE as a verb, which then 

resulted to no points. The participants provided example sentences such as “This face cream is very 

moisturing” or “My skin is very moistured”, which resulted to only receiving points from recogniz-

ing the word, because the participants did not understand the word’s adjective form. This indicates 

that while the words “moisture” and “moisturize” derive from the same headword “moist”, the 

knowledge of the headword can be confusing in the word family, since it does not reveal word class 

of other words in the same family. However, knowing the word “moisturize” did seem to help the 

participants to understand the word “moisture” to some level. The participant who provided the 

sentence “This face cream is very moisturing” did not receive full four points because they tried to 

use MOISTURE as a verb. However, they did receive points from understanding the meaning, since 

they also provided a definition of “its very wet”, demonstrating that they understand that MOIS-

TURE refers to something wet.  

 

The word GILLS was the last test item in the VST. The word was already quite well known before 

the TikTok video, because over two thirds of the participants already knew the word in the VST. 

This was visible already during the VKT sessions, because a few of the participants discussed aloud 

whether gills had something to do with fish, even though the TikTok videos did not refer to fish, but 

axolotls. However, as was discussed in relation to the word HERD, the level of their previous 

knowledge and could only be assessed through meta-cognitive information which this current study 

cannot obtain. The video that the word appeared in supported the learning of the word quite well. 

The video provided information on axolotls and showed the axolotl’s gills while explaining that the 

feathery gills “help it get more oxygen” which explains the function of gills. “Oxygen” is also a 

higher frequency word than “gills”, so there is a chance that the participants knew what that meant. 

The word was also both written and spoken in the video, yet a total of six participants out of all 

thought that they had never seen the word before, meaning that even some of the participants who 

had previously known the word now claimed that they had never seen the word before. Since this 

word was the last test item, a probable explanation for these results is fatigue error. This means that 

the participants could have gotten bored or tired of the test towards the end of the questions, which 

leads to just picking the option that requires the least amount of effort.  

 

The data indicate that the form a word appears in a video does not have a great effect on the learn-

ing of a word. Of course, as can be seen from the Table 7, most of the words are only spoken, which 

makes comparison of the forms more difficult. This is partly because a major part of the content in 

TikTok is only spoken or sang etc., as was already discussed in the Participants, Methodology and 

Data Sets section. What does stand out though is that only statistically significant word, DE-



 65 

SCENDANT, was only written, and remained on the screen for six seconds. This stands out, 

because although there were so many spoken words, only one was statistically significant. In this 

study there were two words that were both written and spoken, DEVOLVE and GILLS. Although 

the learning of DEVOLVE was not statistically significant, many participants who were unaware of 

the word before now were able to demonstrate their unproven knowledge of it. Most of the partici-

pants who did not know the word GILLS in the VST did not even remember seeing the word before 

even though it was in multiple forms in the video. Having the word both spoken and written might 

then affect the learning positively in some situations but does not guarantee the learning. 

 

A contextual aspect that seems to affect the learning of vocabulary positively, by creating a memo-

rable context for an unfamiliar word is humour. The words DESCENDANT and DEVOLVE were 

from the same video, and based on the results of those test items, humour seems to have a positive 

impact on the learning of those words. As DESCENDANT was the only word that was statistically 

significant, the weight of the result is larger. Both of the words DESCENDANT and DEVOLVE 

are not the most high-frequency words, since DESCENDANT belongs to the fifth 1,000 word fre-

quency level and DEVOLVE belongs to the seventh 1,000 word frequency level. It seems that the 

humorous context is rather memorable, since many of the participants who provided example sen-

tences used the same context as was in the video, especially when referring to the word DEVOLVE. 

A contrasting word could be for example the word MOISTURE which also belongs to the fifth 

1,000 word frequency level. The video that the word MOISTURE appeared in was almost a total 

opposite from the video that the words DESCENDANT and DEVOLVE appeared in, because while 

the other was humorous, this was mainly descriptive and instructive. The learning of the word 

MOISTURE mostly reached the level of recognition as did the word DESCENDANT or DE-

VOLVE. However, the difference in retention of those items seems to be that while the participants 

who provided examples for DESCENDANT and DEVOLVE often included the same contexts than 

in the TikTok video they appeared in, the participants who gave examples for MOISTURE mainly 

provided examples utilizing other contexts. The interpretation that can be drawn from this is then 

that humour as a contextual aspect can affect the retention of the word positively.  

 

An aspect that might affect vocabulary learning positively is repetition, as was discussed in the Re-

view of the Literature section. All of the words were repeated at least three times during the inter-

vention, as all videos were watched three times. Field notes were gathered during the intervention, 

and the participants were at first confused about having to watch the same videos again. Some par-

ticipants made enthusiastic comments about how they recalled the videos from last time, whereas 

some made remarks on how they were bored of watching the same videos over again. The word 
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HERD was the most repeated out of the twelve words. While no clear consensus of how many 

occurrences is needed to learn a new word, increasing the number of repetitions has a positive effect 

on vocabulary learning (Chen & Truscott, 2010). In this study the word HERD was encountered a 

total of 13 times, because the participants saw the videos three times and the word was included in 

the VST. Also, as was mentioned in the Literature Review, the time between the encounters with a 

word matters, because the learner might forget encountering the word if too much time passes by 

(Nation, 2001). In the case of the word HERD, the repetitions of the word happen in a very short 

period, which then might affect the learning positively in some cases. However, no ultimate conclu-

sions relating to the times of repetition can be drawn, since the spacing of the encounters was found 

a crucial aspect of repetition (Webb and Nation, 2017). Although, as stated previously, encounter-

ing a word within a short period of time might affect the noticing of the unfamiliar word item posi-

tively. While positive effects of repetition have been proven true, repeating a word is not necessari-

ly a prerequisite for vocabulary learning, because other contextual aspects affect the learning too. 

Some of the test items is this study were also learned with just one occurrence per video, meaning a 

total of three occurrences, plus the occurrence in the VST. For example, the statistically significant 

word DESCENDANT appeared only once in the video, but because of other factors, quite many 

were then able to reach the level of recognition after watching the TikTok video. 

 

Another contextual aspect that influences the learning of a word is the audio-visual material includ-

ed in the videos, as well as the other text in the videos. Based on the VKT results, the video needs to 

support the text and the vocabulary included in the video. For example, with the word MOISTURE, 

even if the word was quite well explained in the sentence that it appears in and related to the other 

text in the video, the word was still not retained enough amongst the participants, because the video 

was not specific enough to the subject of the video. Similar phenomenon surfaced with the word 

ABSORB, because the video that they appeared related to space and the video only portrayed gen-

eral space imagery. However, many participants reached the level of recognition with the word 

ABSORB, although many example sentences portrayed the word with other contexts than what the 

videos context was. Whereas with DEVOLVE the text and the video were synchronized and told 

the same story, because the video was a sketch and therefore intended as humorous. The word DE-

VOLVE was a key word in the video in relation to the joke, which might then be one reason to why 

the word was so well retained. The other text also supported the understanding of the word because 

it made the comparison between the words evolve and devolve. Evolve is a higher frequency word, 

and therefore it was likely that the participants understood the word and realized from the context 

that devolving meant the opposite of evolving.  
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In addition to the support from other text, the manner a test item is said with might influence the 

learning of the word. For example, as was said, the word DEVOLVE was said with a clear empha-

sis on the word and in a distinguishable tone. In this case the emphasis and tone of the voice had a 

positive impact on the learning, since there many of the participants gave similar answers to the 

sentence that the word appeared in the video as was discussed earlier. The emphasis must be clear 

and combined with other aspects such as humour to be retained based on these results. For example, 

the word VIGIL appeared at the end of a sentence with a subtle emphasis on the word and based on 

the VKT scores this was not enough for the word to be retained or even recognized later.  

 

Based on the results and discussion above, the context that the words appear in have to be distin-

guishable and sufficiently clear to affect the learning of the words positively. The aspects such as 

how the word was said or the support from the other text in a video can be things that support the 

learning in some cases, but based on these results, no context provides an absolute guarantee for 

vocabulary learning. Surprisingly, the frequency level does not seem to affect the learning of the 

test items noticeably, because it could have been expected to have an effect. However, this shows 

that vocabulary learning is not linear, and not always predictable, because individuals can know 

very unusual words that just happen to be relevant to them. This hinders the generalization of these 

results because no absolute learning enhancing contexts were found specifically in this study. Of 

course, the results reinforce some aspects that have already been found profitable, such as repeti-

tion, but based on these results no absolute conclusions of the context’s effects can be drawn. 
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5. Conclusion  

The aim of the study was to understand how the context in which unfamiliar vocabulary appears 

impacts learning. More specifically, the study was concerned with how consuming media content 

such as TikTok videos might broaden ninth grade pupils’ vocabulary. TikTok was chosen because 

TikTok is one of the most popular social media applications at the moment, and because a large 

proportion of the platforms’ users consist of the youth. The videos were selected based on content, 

form and suitability for ninth graders. The videos also needed to include words that were between 

the frequency levels of 3,000 and 8,000 word families. The test items needed to be in various differ-

ent context based on form, grammar and audio-visual aspects, to enable comparison of the item. 

The chosen test items were worth examining because they consisted of words that appeared in dif-

ferent contextual aspects as well as belonged to different frequency levels, which allowed me to 

compare the learning of each word.  

 

To test the hypothesis and answer the research questions the methods for this study were of pre-

test/posttest design. The results were then analyzed, and a statistical test was run in the case of the 

VKT. These results then allowed me to investigate whether the retention of the words within the 

different contextual realms of the words. However, since the hypothesis was that watching TikTok 

videos would broaden the vocabularies of the ninth graders, the results indicate a negative result. 

The results exhibit that after the intervention, the participants were only able to recognize some of 

the test items. Hence, analysing and presenting the results is not as straightforward as would pre-

senting a positive result be. Negative results are more challenging to analyse, because at first it can 

appear less meaningful, even though the results provide worthwhile information on incidental learn-

ing and the significance of formal language teaching and learning.  

 

The VST revealed that the vocabulary sizes of the participants ranged considerably. As was stated 

in the Results and Discussion, approximately half of the participants vocabulary sizes were of the 

suspected vocabulary size of 4,000-7,000 word families. However, 9 out of 21 participants had 

much more larger vocabularies. The larger vocabulary sizes predict that those participants would be 

able to handle even academic level texts. In comparison, the number of participants with vocabulary 

sizes below 4,000 word families was rather small and those sizes predict that the participants could 

only be able to handle everyday English language. Most of the participants vocabulary sizes are 

within the mid-frequency vocabulary, as discussed by Schmitt and Schmitt (2014). Most of the par-

ticipants’ vocabularies are within the mid-frequency vocabulary range, meaning between 3,000 and 

9,000 word families. This mid-frequency vocabulary usually ranges the most, because the higher-

frequency words are usually within the general vocabulary that constitutes a large proportion of any 
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running text, while the lower frequency vocabulary can already include specialist vocabulary. 

This can then explain the seemingly confused data and why the results varied considerably. In rela-

tion to learning unfamiliar vocabulary, having pre-existing larger vocabulary is advantageous. Lan-

guage users with broader vocabularies might be able to use their existing vocabulary knowledge to 

learn the unfamiliar words. Their existing knowledge enables them to understand the contextual 

clues, which helps deduct the meanings of the unfamiliar words.  

 

Despite of the relatively large vocabulary sizes, the results show that the context in which the test 

items appeared in impacted the learning in a fairly minimal way. The context of the words operated 

as a startling factor, since many were able to remember the words in certain contexts, and often in 

situations where there were multiple contextual factors. For example, the combination of opposites 

and humour impacted the learning of DEVOLVE positively, and the combination of an explanation 

and humour impacted the learning of DESCENDANT positively. The results from the video that 

presented icing a cake indicate that although the video itself did not provide enough context for un-

derstanding the word MOISTURE, the familiarity of the word “moisturize” seemed to have ad-

vanced the understanding of the test item in some cases. As was discussed in the Context’s Effect 

on Vocabulary Learning section, many participants knew the word “moisturize” according to their 

example sentences, which in most cases resulted to no points, because their examples indicated that 

they did not recognize MOISTURE as an adjective. However, despite not understanding the word 

MOISTURE as an adjective, the familiarity with “moisturize” helped some participants to under-

stand that “moisture” referred to something wet.  

 

Although, multiple different contextual factors were not a prerequisite for learning a word. A con-

textual aspect that seemed to impact the learning of a word positively alone was repetition of the 

test item. Repetition was also assumed to impact the learning of the words before this study, be-

cause the connection between vocabulary learning and repetition of the words has been studied be-

fore, as was discussed in the Literature Review. As mentioned in the Results and Discussion, the 

word HERD was not statistically significant, but reached close, as the results showed that the many 

participants were now able to remember encountering the word before. The spacing of the repeti-

tions was not large due to the limited period, although, within the time constraint the small spacing 

of the word possibly aided the noticing of the word positively, however, no clear conclusions on 

noticing can be drawn, since the current research design cannot assess participants’ meta-cognitive 

abilities. However, HERD was the test item that was the most repeated out of the twelve words, 

which seems to reinforce the idea that repeating words in a more smaller time frame could also im-

pact a learning of new vocabulary positively.  
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Humour seemed to be one of the most influential contextual factors that appeared in relation to the 

test items. The nature of TikTok was originally to include content that would be entertaining to the 

users, and even though the content nowadays varies greatly, a vast majority of the content compris-

es of humorous content, whether the humour is scripted or non-scripted. Within the six videos that 

were included in this study, the one with the most humorous content included the largest number of 

words that were retained after watching the videos. The video that could be perceived as the most 

humorous had the words DESCENDANT and DEVOLVE. The context of humour seemed impact 

the learning of both words positively, because participants remembered the words in the same con-

text as the video. Based on the results as well as the field notes from the intervention, the humorous 

content seems to be more appealing to the young participants than the more informational content, 

that constituted a considerable number of the videos as well. This then supports the idea that when 

the content of different texts is appealing or of interest to the language learner, and therefore with-

ing intrinsic motivation, the vocabulary may be retained more easily.  

 

While the contexts of repetition and humour were found to be the most influential, other aspects 

affected the results of the study, for example the nature of TikTok. As was mentioned in the Litera-

ture review, in a natural setting the TikTok algorithm would curate the “For You” feed in a way that 

it would respond to the users’ previous behaviour on the platform. This means that the results and 

performances of the participants occurred in a setting that is not entirely natural. To yield data from 

a natural setting within a scale of a study such as the present one is not plausible. However, the re-

sults indicate, that if one consumes media such as this in a natural setting, an echo chamber would 

be formed. While the formation of affinity spaces was not entirely possible within the scale of this 

study, the results seem to support the idea that repeating similar words in a context that is interest-

ing to the social media user seems to affect vocabulary learning positively. 

 

In a social media platform such as TikTok, the content that each user consumes tends to grow simi-

lar based on the actions of the user, and therefore form these echo chambers. When referring to dif-

ferent beliefs or narratives, the term might have negative connotations, because the narratives and 

opinions in these echo chambers are so similar to each other, that no other narratives are considered. 

However, in regard to language learning and more specifically vocabulary learning, echo chambers 

may contribute positively. Because the topics in an echo chamber tend to be uniform, the language 

that the user encounters tend to consist of certain vocabulary. Even though in a natural setting users 

are able to watch a singular TikTok video multiple times due to the application repeating the videos 

on loop, the users usually do not replay the videos on every instance. The video must be interesting 
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for the user for them to replay the video. This could be seen from the field notes, because many 

participants complained about having to watch the same videos on both the VST and the VKT ses-

sion. This supports the interest factor and the idea that the words that appear in an echo chamber of 

the user’s interests are far more likely to be retained by the user, than the words that appear in vide-

os that the user only watches once or even just partly, because the content is not interesting to them. 

Creating an echo chamber could increase the repetition of the words that relate to the topics that the 

media consumer is interested or has encountered before, which could then induce more efficient 

learning of the words.  

 

Some of the results proved unexpected, as the participants displayed more advanced knowledge 

than what was expected before the intervention. For instance, many of the test items contained 

higher-level morphological information, such as prefixes, to which the participants were able to 

apply their existing, possibly tacit, knowledge surprisingly well. The knowledge of prefixes and 

suffixes belons to the first level of Nation’s conceptualization of vocabulary depth (Nation, 2001, p. 

27). This might indicate that once the vocabulary sizes are within or over the mid-frequency thresh-

old, the differences between vocabulary size and depth cease to be as separate, since the language 

users are more aware of aspects such as word parts as a whole. The word DEVOLVE includes the 

prefix “de-“, that the participants retained rather well. Usually, as morphological information such 

as prefixes are considered as deeper level knowledge, it can be accounted as positive that in certain 

contextual environments even the more challenging information could be picked up in a relatively 

short time. Although, this does not provide enough evidence to support an idea that all higher-level 

information and knowledge on vocabulary could be learned without intentional education.  

 

The generalization of the results of this study are comprised as was discussed in the Results and 

Discussion section. The sample type of the study was a convenience sample which does not accu-

rately represent any single population as it is. The sample size is also rather small which compro-

mises the generalizability, although the size and type of the sample are suitable for a small-scale 

thesis such as this. However, despite these factors more specific aspects relating to the sample mut 

be considered. The sample consists of a large proportion of the ninth graders in the school they at-

tend, which enables the generalization to possibly reach the ninth graders in that specific school. 

Additionally, the school the participants attend to is a relatively small school at the Finnish and 

Swedish border, and since there are very few schools along the border, the generalization to the 

ninth graders in those schools might be possible. The border of those two countries is concentrated 

in rather small area, so the language differences in those parts can be expected to be quite limited, 

which then enhances the plausibility of generalization to those areas.  
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This study examined whether watching TikTok videos impacts ninth grade students’ vocabularies 

and aimed to understand if the context in which the vocabulary impacts the learning. Overall, the 

results imply that watching TikTok videos alone is not sufficient for learning new English vocabu-

lary. The results do show that through TikTok videos the ninth graders were able to get acquainted 

with new words and that contextual aspects such as humour and repetition might have positive im-

pacts on the learning. Even though no absolute generalizable results we discovered, the emerging 

null result that opposes from the original hypothesis is still relevant to analyse and not necessarily a 

negative finding. In this case the result implies that while short-video applications such as TikTok 

are not sufficient for vocabulary learning, the relevance of purposeful language and vocabulary 

teaching is underlined. Teaching vocabulary can provide opportunities to more controlled number 

of repetitions, since the number of required encounters with a word was found to be smaller with 

intentional language learning and teaching (Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). Quality of the repetition 

can also be more controlled with deliberate teaching, since for instance creating different contexts 

and on the other hand decontextualizing were found profitable (Webb and Nation, 2017, n.p.). The 

teaching of vocabulary is indubitably necessary to retain and sufficiently understand vocabulary and 

its meanings but providing language in more natural settings and in appealing and interesting con-

texts can support the intentional learning with the advances from incidental learning.  

 

The validity and reliability of this study are complex and some aspects of them can be considered as 

the limitations of the present thesis. External validity refers to the generalizability of the results of a 

study. With external validity one can examine to what extent are the results relevant to wider popu-

lation, other settings, cases, times or situations (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011, p. 186). The 

external validity of the present study is twofold. On the one hand, the external validity of this study 

can be deemed high as the TikTok videos are authentic and not made for the purposes of this study, 

as was discussed in the Validity and Reliability of the Study section. However, on the other hand 

the study is conducted in a classroom setting, with videos that were chosen by the researcher rather 

than by algorithm as would be in a natural setting, which then compromise the external validity. 

Instrument reliability of this study is fairly high, as both test instruments utilized in this study were 

standardized and previously reviewed.  

 

Based on the results and their indications, future research on the topic is required. The complexity 

of the phenomenon of incidental vocabulary learning through social media, more specifically 

through short-video platform such as TikTok, generally hampers the research of the study, especial-

ly within a smaller scale such as in the present study. Especially, the phenomenon in a natural con-
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text is much more complicated as a research topic, which further complicates conducting such 

research methodologically. Within localized research, such as the present study, generalization of 

the results to a specific population is more plausible, but the generalization to a broader context 

would require much more extensive research to explain the phenomenon thoroughly.  
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