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THE USE OF FILMS AS A STIMULUS FOR THIRD (FINAL)
YEAR COLLEGE STUDENTS OF ENGLISH TO LEARN
VOCABULARY

The article stresses the importance of films inlBhgn learning vocabulary and describes a
film experiment | carried out at the Teacher TragiCollege in Chetm, Poland. Watching films in
English turns out to be a strong motivation for mosllege students of English to learn the
language (mainly vocabulary).

Introduction

Foreign language learners get a stimulus to acguicgeign language more
willingly when it is presented in a lively manndwaugh the medium of film,
television or video (Tomalin and Stempelski (198p:B terms of language, it is
vocabulary, not the other language components thathe primary and
indispensable vehicle for communication. As Wilki($972:35) observes:
Without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed

One of the ways to learn or teach vocabulary isubh film, which is more
attractive and appealing to foreign language lagarnhan the traditional
handbook. Students who have not purposefully vieadiin with the original
English soundtrack before, consider the task tanbee pleasant, satisfying and
easier than studying texts because they wronglhenstand watching movies as
an activity requiring far less effort than readiighile learning vocabularper
se cannot be, as Spaulding (1992:89) points oantrinsically motivating
learning it for a specific purpose, for instanceutaderstand a film, can be
motivating enough (Ur 1996:277). Still, this adiyrequires a lot of effort on
the part of the student learner. He or she mush Ip@ssession of a sufficiently
high degree of language competence and a well-oeedl skill of
comprehension, regardless of the medium througlclwhie or she acquires
vocabulary. Accordingly, attractive as film-watchirmight be, it cannot be
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perceived exclusively as demanding far less worklired, but equally laborious
in comparison with studying texts.

The basic division of films

Allan (1987:19-22) makes a division of film matéa video into material
specifically designed for English language teaclsing material basically meant
for native speakers rather than English languagenézs. This material includes
feature films, plays, soap operas and sitcoms, wéwe produced specifically for
entertainment.

There exist various criteria according to which imgvpictures can be
selected for presentation in the classroom (seesiMasd Merino (1996:21);
Doye (1998:60-61)).

Aims of the experiment

The objective of my experiment was to test thedistic competence of
third year students of English, the degree to whliely acquire vocabulary while
watching a film in the original language versiortheut subtitles as well as to
increase their motivation to watch films in EnglisBecondly, my research
focused on the assessment of mostly passive viewanmgprehension skills of the
teacher trainees. Thirdly, it was laid out to briagt their viewing habits,
preferences and opinions.

The experiment

The experiment was composed of two parts: a 304misliow of an English
film in the original without subtitles, followed by survey to be done within the
remaining 60 minutes left until the end of the slas

My criteria for selecting a film

In choosing a moving picture for the students tachval followed criteria of
my own. Firstly, in view of the fact that the Bsitti cinema is definitely far less
known than the American cinema, | chose a Biritilsh. fSecondly, at college and
university level in Poland, a British accent is thest widely acceptable standard.
Thirdly, | based my choice on my own personal pesfees. The film the students
watched was an episode titlddbjor Star from the Blackadderseries, starring
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Rowan Atkinson. Admittedly, from the methodologipalint of view,Blackadder

is far from suitable for the purpose of Englishgaage teaching. However, an
unquestionable advantage of it is that the staslfitunfolds in chronological
order, is well-told and most of it is presentedtom screen. The theme of the Great
War and British participation in it may be too difflt to process by Polish
students (even teacher trainees) as they maydaekdugh cultural knowledge of
that period of history. The disadvantages are tmly some characters speak
clearly, while others do not; almost all of thenealp very fast, many characters
using slang or a dialect. There are virtually nealis to give viewers a rest.
Overall, the film is indisputably very demanding@teption.

The necessity of introducing purpose-oriented tasks

Donley (2000:24) observes that watching video film€English solely for
enjoyment is a passive activity and, thereforghat case learning as such barely
takes place at all. Allan (1985:48) supports thewvihat watching should be
done for a purpose because minds are active tihenstgesses the importance of
pre-viewing questions and post-viewing tasks agpqaes. To make learning
active, Donley (2000:24-26) advocates using presdvig, viewing and post-
viewing worksheets together with discussions. Sirty] Allan (1985:37-43)
proposes a set of viewing techniques and taskgyrasbto encourage learners to
watch the film more attentively. These include pi@wing and post-viewing
activities like silent viewing, viewing without giare, jigsaw viewing, etc.

The pre-viewing stage

Before watching the film, the students were briafbtified that they were
supposed to do a post-viewing activity afterwantsmely, the survey. More
importantly, they were given no specific tasksdous on. While the students did
not have any particular purpose-oriented tasksotatey had a rough idea that
some purposeful post-viewing activity would be riegg on their part since they
had already been told about the survey followirgyfiim.

In fact, there was a number of purposes indirdeily down for them. First
and foremost, since the students were English ezdcdinees, their command of
English was expected to be at an advanced levels@anvas supposed to be their
level of comprehension. As would-be teachers, theye supposed to be ready
to hear and listen to different varieties of Englism real-life surroundings
without prior preparation. Thus, they were totaftymersed in genuine spoken
English, exposed to different voices and accent,like native speakers. Allan
(1985:36) calls it language bath
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The post-viewing stage

To most students the film came as a shock becéesehiad not expected
the language to be so difficult to understand. Hamvethey had intentionally
been made to experience that shock in order tee@ser their motivation to
watch more British and American films in the origirand make them more
habituated to that end. Then, the students weredaskdo the vocabulary part
of the survey consisting of randomly chosen vocafyultems, mostly single
words and simple phrases. The students were tflybegrplain their meaning
in their specific film contexts. Not surprisinglin a majority of cases the
students have failed to give the right definitioslsmost of the vocabulary
since they have either missed or misunderstood .tivwst students have only
provided the meaning of the more familiar items s#goneaning they probably
knew before viewing the film. However, the factttlsach a great number of
them have not got the vocabulary right should netabdiscouraging factor
even for advanced learners of English since evéivenapeakers may miss a
certain number of words or phrases, but still bie &b follow the plot and get
the gist of the story.

Without a clear vocabulary-oriented pre-viewingktéar the students to do,
the characters’ language and tempo of speech hade b impossible for the
trainees to recall almost any other words and gsrakan the vocabulary
specified in the survey. All of them admit it istemely hard to do in a film
requiring a native speakers’ level of comprehenskinally, the students were
requested to write about their vocabulary learriiagits as well as views and
preferences about films in English in general. Ewally, apart from increasing
their motivation, greater interest in the histongl@ulture of Great Britain was to
be aroused in them.

The degree of vocabulary acquisition

When the teacher trainees passively watch filmsthie original with
subtitles,36% of them declare that they listen to the Englisbyttmanage to
hear in between the Polish speaker’s lines, andidrynderstand as much
vocabulary as possible without reading the sulstitbdl the time. The
vocabulary items they usually remember are singllguial words and short
phrases (more often nouns and verbs rather thactadis) as well as ones that
are in some way funny, unusual or original, for rapé&e, informal, slang,
strange-sounding or swear words. Very little doythemember whole
sentences, even short ones. The students usuakyrbaourse to a dictionary
to look up both the meaning of a word or phrase ismidontext $6%) or only
its meaning (1%).
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However,28%of the students do not check vocabulary itemg afching
a film. The most common reasons for that are:

— forgetfulness (19),
— certainty about its meaning%B8
— no knowledge of the spelling%®
— laziness (%).

Still, they remember the film components in theldwoling order of
importance:

— the general atmosphere ¢34
— the plot (2%,

— the characters (24,

— the message (3,

— the vocabularyl5%).

Vocabulary is acquired to a very limited extenthie comfort of one’s own
home, in front of the TV, at the cinema or everihia classroom if there is no
pre-viewing activity before a film show. Therefothe conclusion to be drawn
is that to reinforce vocabulary in class, it isigpknsable to set pre-viewing
target techniques and tasks, for example focusespenific vocabulary items,
thus making students watch films more attentively.

Students’ viewing habits and preferences

In the case oMajor Star, 95%o0f the students have found it generally funny
because of:

— the characters’ speech and behaviou®g37
— the British sense of humour &0

— funny dialogues (23,

— the amusing plot ¢4.

The remaining%do not consider it to be funny at all.

Generally speaking, the film seems to have appdal¢ide majority of the
teacher trainees in terms of linguistic and cultaomtent combined. Curiously
enough, only7%of them have been able to give a short summarhefplot.
The remainin@@3%have instead provided:

— no summary at all (69,

—only a part of the plot (29,

— areview (89,

— only a general outline of the plot4b

The frequency with which they watch films with tlogiginal English
soundtrack is the following:
— not at all 43%,

— very rarely (399,
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— usually once a month (%)
— very often (29.

57% of the students prefer to watch American filmscsirthey are more
popular and easier to understand than British o@#sers 8999 relish British
films because they display a British accent andwawee sophisticated as well as
full of the British sense of humour. To the remaini33%6 of the trainees, it
makes no difference whatsoever whether they areggm watch a British or
American movie.

40% of the trainees remember the plots of some offilhes they have
watched, whereas the remaini@@oclaim they do not. The kinds of films they
usually watch range from comedies, thrillers aniibacfilms to documentaries,
romantic films and sitcoms. Some of the favouiiled of films they have seen
include:Pride and Prejudice; Allo, Allo; Matrix; The Titacii American Beauty;
Breaking the Waves; Private Ryan; Monty Python;ibéd The Mummy.

The show of that particular film has in most ca$@3”) increased the
students’ motivation to watch more British and Airoan moving pictures for the
following reasons:

— to learn English vocabulary (%,

— to improve one’s English in general {32

— for entertainment (20,

— to improve one’s listening comprehensio)(8

— to learn about British and American people armif tbulture (449,
— to improve one’s pronunciationy

However, the remaining2%of the traineeslaim that they do not watch
films with the original soundtrack because:
— they have enough motivation already9g,4
— such films are too difficult to follow €8.

Conclusions

In conclusion, film plays a significant role in @&gn language teaching.
Through the medium of film, foreign language vodabycan be acquired more
or less effectively. To achieve a higher level otabulary acquisition in the
classroom, it is necessary to introduce pre-vievanpgost-viewing task-oriented
exercises. Especially, tasks set before the viewstgge make learners
concentrate on the film they are going to watchistcreasing their ability to
get specific information, for example, vocabulatgms. By contrast, passive
viewing is not conducive to acquiring vocabularyatdoever. Even advanced
learners like English teacher trainees do not ntlymamember vocabulary.
Therefore, particular words and phrases need toebdorced by means of
information-gathering tasks, like worksheets, befaewing the film.
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The acquisition of vocabulary by foreign languagarhers is considerably
easier in the case of watching English languagehteg materials, which have
been specially prepared for educational purposesioUbtedly, learning new
words from moving pictures originally made for dima audience may pose a
certain comprehension problem for non-native visywathich may consequently
lead to frustration or discouragement. Fortunatéty,is not essential to
understand every single word or phrase in a filnbagaable to provide the main
points of the plot.

Even though non-educational moving pictures witle triginal English
soundtrack, like feature films or documentarieg Bkely to be difficult for
foreign language learners to understand, they lsamee advantages as well.
First of all, in a majority of cases, learners grevided with a stimulus to
acquire new vocabulary through the medium of filmt exclusively through
text study or listening comprehension. Similarty that way non-native viewers
learn something about the history and culture ajl&md, the United States or of
other English speaking countries. However, in camspa with educational
films, non-educational ones supply a substantiablarn of authentic language.
The foreign language learner appreciates the Fetthe is treated on the same
level as the average native speaker, that is to Isayis exposed to real-life
English, spoken in everyday contexts. For him, utely is a gratifying
experience.
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Appendix

The film selected for presentation:

Boden, R.1990 Blackadder Goes Forth: Major Stdrondon: BBC Enterprises Ltd.
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