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ABSTRACT
TikTok is a video-sharing social network that has abruptly gained popularity
for the past few years due to its unique feature of short-form videos on
various genres particularly comedy and performance. The videos produced
from this platform have been used widely in multiple contexts including
classroom teaching. Thus, this project delved into the role of TikTok in
capturing students’ attention and introducing them to new vocabulary during
English language class through some selected videos from the app. Most
students could barely pay attention to their teachers during physical classes
or online lessons. This could possibly hinder them from participating actively
in classroom activities. Due to the nature of TikTok videos that are shorter
in duration with humorous yet informative content, these videos might serve
as engaging teaching materials. The results showed that the students displayed
improved level of attention, interest and understanding of the subject matter
that was being taught in class through TikTok videos. It is recommended that
more studies should be done to analyze the multiple types and genres of
TikTok videos and how these variables influence students’ learning.
Keywords: Tiktok, vocabulary learning, digital learning.

INTRODUCTION
TikTok, an application founded in 2016 in China, which Chinese
pattern named Douyin, is a platform for making and sharing short videos,
which has then became one of the fastest growing social networks in the
world. As of January 2020, TikTok has reached more than 150 countries
worldwide, with more than 400 million daily active users (Sensor, 2020).
TikTok allows users to create interesting videos of various content with its
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easy to use special effects and editing tools, producing videos from a range
of 3 to 90 seconds, and has features which enable users to interact with their
audience through its comments and private chats section (Demmy and
Fathul, 2018).
There are many reasons why TikTok has been steadily increasing in
its popularity, particularly among the younger generation. TikTok has a young
user base which made up of 69% of the users aged from 16 to 24 (Sloane and
Rittenhouse, 2019). Majority of its users are of the Generation Z, in which
they are claimed to be highly educated, tech-savvy by nature, prefers graphics,
enjoys creating content and they are the generation who are constantly
connected to their mobile screen (Fromm and Read, 2018; Prioparas et al.,
2017; Smith, 2019). Besides, TikTok videos are also shorter in duration, hence
they are able to capture better interest and the short attention span for many
learners. Learning in the form of shorter video will significantly encourage
learners to take part in task-relevant activities and reduce task-irrelevant
activities (Szpunar et. al, 2013).
Besides that, TikTok is also known for its colorful, engaging and its
variety of content which brings many benefits for its audience. The categories
of shared knowledge on TikTok vary from creative skills and personal
experience to explicit knowledge such as science, technology, and culture
(CBNData, 2017). Su (2018) determined that users display positive attitude
on TikTok as they are able to learn many skills that are beneficial in their daily
lives. TikTok also acts as a good facilitator for the delivery of teaching
materials to students. Educational video media that are included in the videos
are contents that have been designed for learning, hence the content has been
adapted to the learning objectives to facilitate students in their learning
(Erniasih, 2018). Many teachers have been using the platform to develop their
own clips to illustrate complicated concepts, to explain rules or theories, or
simply to share specific task instructions. These videos are downloadable and
shareable. Hence, students will benefit a lot from this process, as they have
unrestricted access to the content and points shared in the videos.
Vocabulary is the foundation of acquiring a second language. Without
learning vocabulary, communication in the second language becomes difficult
(Rohmatillah, 2014). Vocabulary is defined as a language element that links
the four language skills in learning a foreign language, which include listening,
speaking, reading and writing (Huyen and Nga, 2003). Thornbury (2006)
stated that in order to master vocabulary, students are required to have
comprehensive knowledge about vocabularies. These knowledge include
understanding the meanings, its spoken and written form, the grammatical
behaviour, the word derivation, its collocations, the register of the words
(both spoken and written), the connotations or associations as well as the
frequency of the words. Cahyono and Widiati (2008) stated that the purpose
of vocabulary teaching is to enable learners to understand the concept of
unfamiliar words, to acquire greater number of words, as well as to apply and
utilize those words successfully for communicative purposes. Whereas,
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Intaraprasert (2004) outlined that the main objectives of vocabulary learning
are to discover the meanings of new words, to retain the knowledge of newlylearned words, and to expand the knowledge of English vocabulary.
Therefore, in order to influence positive vocabulary growth among students,
effective strategies both in teaching and learning are required.
In this preliminary study, the researcher used selected and filtered
TikTok videos to expand ESL students’ vocabulary. In choosing the right
videos for vocabulary learning, the students’ learning needs, interests,
characteristics, experience and developmental maturity are put into
consideration. The main purpose of the study is to expand the vocabulary
knowledge of the English as Second Language (ESL) learners as vocabulary
learning is essential to the English language teaching. Most of the ESL
learners in Malaysia face learning challenges to acquire and comprehend
lexical items, mainly because they are lacking in vocabulary (Naginder Kaur,
2013). Alqahtani (2015) argued that having low vocabulary knowledge creates
severe problems to learners, which ultimately impedes their learning of
English language. Hence, many of these students fail to understand others,
or express their thoughts and ideas in both verbal and written form. This is
particularly evident during lessons, where students faced difficulties to
present and write in English. They were unable to express their thoughts by
connecting the ideas, and hence resulted in repetitive and redundant use of
English words throughout their presentation and writing.
In order to expand the students’ vocabulary knowledge, the TikTok
videos are used by following the framework from Michael Greeves (2006),
which included four approaches; (i) to provide rich and varied language
experiences; (ii) to teach individual words, (iii) to teach word-learning
strategies, and (iv) to foster word consciousness. In the study, the TikTok
videos are introduced in the first phase, where they are used to deliver the
selected vocabulary for the students to learn. In the second phase, the words
will then be taught individually by providing students with sufficient
information related to the words. The third phase is to teach students the
strategies on how to infer the meaning of unknown words through making
sense of the context or the surrounding words or sentences of the unfamiliar
word. The last phase, also the most important, is to develop word
consciousness within the students and maintain their interest in words
through further writing.
Research on the application of social media in language classrooms
of recent years has shown significant findings in enhancing the learning
experience for language students. However, studies on the impact of TikTok
videos towards vocabulary teaching and learning are very limited. In Malaysia,
a study on the use of TikTok as a tool in enhancing ESL writing skill was
conducted in 2018 by a group of researchers led by Kamini Karthigesu. In
the study, TikTok videos were used to teach students about action verbs, in
which their learning of these verbs will help in strengthening their writing
skills. The selected action verbs were categorized into topics. Students’
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creativity was also promoted as they produced their own shareable learning
materials which helped to expose them to real life learning and networking.
Findings from the study concluded that the students’ scores from the three
different schools increased respectively from their pre to post-test. It was also
concluded that the intervention has lowered participants’ anxiety and
enhanced their motivation towards learning English.
In Russia, TikTok videos were used in the field of studying Russian
as a foreign language. The findings from the study conducted by Si (2020)
found that short videos allow one to concentrate attention, have a bright
emotional specter, have better memorization of new vocabulary, uses correct
intonation and pronunciation, as well as giving better visual video examples
for the use of new vocabulary. Hence, it can be concluded that TikTok is an
effective tool in teaching foreigners Russian vocabulary and Russian speech.
Despite all of the positive results, the use of TikTok has also somewhat fell
short. Findings stated that the content quality of each short videos is different
and fragmented, which could still not replace the main teaching method. A
similar study on TikTok was also recently conducted in Indonesia by
Syaifuddin et. al. (2021), in which, the results of the study demonstrated that
the use of TikTok in writing descriptive text fostered a positive learning
environment within the students. Students were seen actively participating in
their lessons as they become more motivated in their learning.
Therefore, the primary aim of this study is to investigate the further
impact of TikTok videos in expanding ESL students’ vocabulary learning.
The study sought to answer the following questions: (1) How do TikTok
videos help in expanding ESL students’ vocabulary learning? (2) What are the
ESL students’ perceptions of using TikTok videos in learning vocabulary?
METHOD
The research aims to share the preliminary findings on the impact of
using TikTok videos to further enhance ESL students’ vocabulary learning,
precisely on the ways of how it can help and to investigate on the students’
perceptions of using TikTok in learning. Among the criteria that were
considered before selecting suitable TikTok videos for the students’
vocabulary learning: i) the relevance and connection of the video content
towards the topic of study at the time; ii) students’ familiarity of the
vocabulary used, and iii) the contextualization of the selected videos for better
comprehension. The videos were implemented in the introductory stage of
vocabulary learning where topic of the day was introduced to the students.
The videos were also used as the attention grabber to engage and attract
students’ interest. The words and content in the videos were then thoroughly
explained and discussed by the researcher during lessons.
In the reinforcement stage, students were given guided practice on
how to use the newly-learned words from TikTok to real-life daily
conversations and by constructing simple sentences to check on their
understanding. Lastly, in the final stage of learning, students were required to
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apply and practice the new words or phrases with their classmates through
short presentation and essay writing.
This study employed a qualitative methodology by conducting focus
group interview sessions with the eight selected participants. The participants
for the preliminary study were students from Kolej Vokasional Keningau,
taking Early Childhood Education course. Participants were selected through
purposive sampling, in which, in this type of non-random sampling,
researcher identified and selected participants that are adept and wellinformed with the phenomenon of interest of the study (Creswell and Clark,
2011). In this study, the selected participants are similar in age, share the same
background and cultures, they are of the generation who is well up-to-date to
TikTok, and have similar language proficiency. They were also easily available
to the researcher and were willing to contribute and participate in the study.
An interview is defined as a conversation in which its aim is to collect
data and further descriptions from an interviewee, with respect to the
interpretation of the meanings of the described phenomena (Kvale, 1994).
The type of interview selected was the semi-structured interview, with openended questions. Rubin and Rubin (2005) described that this type of interview
is more flexible than the structured interview as it permits depth to be
achieved by providing opportunities for the interviewer to probe and expand
the interviewees’ responses. The interviews were carried out after the
implementation of TikTok videos in classroom teaching for vocabulary
learning. Findings gathered from the interview sessions will be analyzed by
using thematic analysis approach. Thematic analysis is a method of
identifying, analyzing and reporting similar patterns or themes within data
(Braun and Clarke, 2006). The raw data from the interview will be coded and
extracted into relevant themes.
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
In order to answer the research questions, the interview data was
transcribed, coded and categorized into three different themes based on the
patterns; (i) content, (ii) features, and (iii) authenticity. Findings from the preliminary
study demonstrated that TikTok helps in expanding the vocabulary learning of ESL
students as it introduces learners to specific terms and phrases through its diverse
topics and themes; it provides more options for learners to access the language
through its multiple features, and it helps in familiarizing learners with different sets
of vocabulary through its real-life content.
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Table 1:
Findings on The Impact of Using TikTok Videos In Expanding Students’
Vocabulary Learning
No
Responses
Category
1 “For me, I use TikTok to watch cooking Students learned
videos. Some of the video creators put
new words by
captions in their videos. By learning browsing content
vocabulary from cooking TikTok videos, it which fit to their
helps you to communicate better when you
interests.
talk about cooking with your friends.”
2 “How the content creator create their
content and what kind of language or words
they use in their content.”
3 “We browse through the videos based on our
interest for example, videos about makeup.
We will learn more vocabulary from the
videos and eventually we will apply the same
vocabulary in making our own TikTok
videos or even in our daily conversations
with friends.”
4 “There are so many interesting, fun, Students can find
educational videos on TikTok. To search various content
for videos of learning material on TikTok,
created by
students should use the #teachersoftiktok. multiple content
Most teachers who use this hashtag are
creators and
teachers who are fluent in English.
learned many
Therefore, students can learn about a school
new words
subject and communicate in English at the through the use
same time.”
of hashtags in
TikTok.
5 “Tiktok is an app that is used by people
around the world. There are a lots of
English teachers that teaching English with
different techniques and they make it more
interesting.”
6 “We have TikTok Guru on TikTok so
students can gain more knowledge through
their content.”
7 “ TikTok creator sometimes provide a Students learned
subtitle so I think I can use subtitle to watch
new words
it...with subtitle I think it helps me a lot.” through the use
of subtitles.
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“I am not familiar with a few of the advance
words until I watch the TikTok videos
given to me. The videos helped to raise my
level of vocabulary to construct much more
better sentences in any upcoming exam. It is
because their video presentation is short and
simple yet understandable and effective.”
“Through the way the video is made is not
boring, short, interesting and clear.”
“When there are catchy unfamiliar words, I
usually will look up for the meaning
immediately.”
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TikTok videos
are short, simple,
and easy to
understand.

Students learned
and retained
newly-learned
words by pausing
“The videos features a variety of new words, and repeating the
from there I can add to my vocabulary and TikTok videos.
I can remember them every time I watch the
videos.”
“I can access TikTok better because it
Students
doesn’t use heavy Internet data like Google
preferred
Classroom or Telegram.”
learning through
TikTok as it
doesn’t consume
much Internet
data.
“I really love the ‘save’ and ‘share’ function. Students learned
I can watch and use the videos that I’ve
new words by
saved. I can also watch the saved videos downloading the
repeatedly and share them with my friends.”
videos and
watching them
repeatedly.
“I like TikTok better than reading slides. Students learned
There are less words and more graphics,
better through
which help me to focus more in learning.”
TikTok as they
provide more
graphics and less
wordy than
traditional
teaching
materials.
“The vocabulary from the TikTok videos Students learned
are very helpful and comes in handy for new words and
future English exam and when I am improved their
speaking to any English lecturers at the
pronunciation
college as well as if I ever get the chance to
through the
visit foreign places. It is so because the words language used by
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from the videos are advance and it help me
a lot to communicate confidently.”

native English
speakers.

“Watching videos created by native English
speakers helps me a lot in improving my
pronunciation.”
“We can learn various type of English
accent since TikTok is popular all over the
world.”
“For me, I use TikTok to showcase my
dancing talent. From TikTok, I’ve met
many new friends from all around the world
who also like to dance. We usually
communicate in English.”

Students enjoyed
learning various
English accents
used
internationally.

“There’s this one video that I’ve watched,
which helped me a lot in improving my
ability to introduce myself in a social setting.
I am able to use those phrases that I’ve
learned from TikTok in real-life
situation.”

Authentici
ty of the
videos

Students used
TikTok to
showcase talents
and
communicate
with friends from
other countries
by using English.
Students learned
new phrases
from TikTok and
were able to use
them in real-life
situations.

Table 2:
Findings on The Students’ Perceptions of Using TikTok Videos For
Vocabulary Learning
No
1
2
3
4

Responses
“It’s a great tool for learning if we know how to use it wisely.”
“TikTok is overall an enjoyable and educational app at the same time.
However, we should be a better user and avoid from making thirst-trap
contents.”
“Everyone love to use TikTok nowadays and it‘s fun, teachers can use
tiktok as another place to give their lesson. For example, create content
using TikTok trend about education.”
“Teachers and lecturers play an important role in encouraging students to
use the TikTok application as a learning material. Teachers can enhance
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students' creative thinking by making videos about them speaking in
English too. We must move in line with the increasingly modern era.”
“I think TikTok can help me focus in my learning but maybe just 50% in
terms of what I can learn and understand from the video. I would still need
help from the teachers in order to learn better.”

TikTok Introduced Learners to Specific Terms and Phrases Through
Its Diverse Topics and Themes
The findings showed that TikTok helped in expanding ESL students‘
vocabulary by introducing learners to specific terms and phrases through the
diverse topics and themes of videos created in the platform. Students became
more engaged in their learning as TikTok provided multiple supply of videos
with interesting, diversified contents of various genres, ranging from
humorous, religious to educational videos. For example, a student expressed
that she liked learning new recipes from TikTok. These videos are easily
searchable on TikTok by browsing hashtags related to the content. By
watching those videos, she stated that she managed to pick up various new
vocabulary from the ingredients and cooking tools displayed in the videos.
The diversified content of the topics found in TikTok has helped students in
expanding their vocabulary knowledge as they are given exposures to various
new, unfamiliar words in different contexts. Baumann et al., (2003) and
Graves (2000) found that one of the indirect methods of teaching vocabulary
includes providing multiple exposures to words in various contexts. In the
findings, students concluded that they did not only learn new words or
phrases from the videos, but they have also become more aware of the
various global and social issues around the world. These new words are
particularly useful in expanding their vocabulary to enhance their speaking
and writing skills.
TikTok Offered More Options For Learners To Access The Language
Through Its Multiple Features
The findings also demonstrated that students were able to expand
their vocabulary as TikTok provided ample opportunities for them to access
the language through its multiple features. In terms of the TikTok features,
students stated that they have learned multiple new words through the use
of captions and subtitles provided in the videos. From these captions and
subtitles, students were also able to learn the correct enunciation and
pronunciation of some unfamiliar words. Al Seghayer (2001) stated that
students‘ rate of attention in learning is higher, and they learn better when
visuals are added to vocabulary instruction. Traore and Kyei- Blankson
(2011) also stated that students improved their learning through the
simultaneous use of audio and visual presentations as they are able to listen
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to the vocabulary words while being visually stimulated by the graphics and
pictures used. In the interview, a student stated that whenever she came
across a new word from TikTok, she would resort to dictionary in order to
find the meaning of the particular word. Another student also stated that
TikTok enhanced her communication and presentation skills, as they
learned various new phrases from the subtitles provided in TikTok. Thus,
she became more confident when speaking in English in front of her
classmates. One feature that was particularly reviewed positively from the
students, is the ’save’ and ’share’ function. Majority of the students enjoyed
sharing their favorite TikTok videos to other social media sites. Some of
them resort to saving their favorite videos so they can watch the videos
repeatedly. The repetitive watching of those videos has helped them
tremendously in their vocabulary learning, particularly in improving their
pronunciation skills. Silverman and Hines (2009) stated that repeated
viewings of video are significant for vocabulary learning. All 8 of the
students also liked the fact that the videos are short, simple, but efficient.
Since most TikTok videos are short in duration, the videos are easily
accessible to them as the platform do not require heavy use of Internet data.
TikTok Familiarized Learners With Different Sets of Vocabulary
Through Its Authentic Content
It is also found that TikTok helped in improving the students‘
vocabulary as it familiarizes students with different sets of vocabulary
through its authentic and real-life content. Majority of the students enjoyed
watching TikTok as the platform exposed them to many educational
content creators around the world, that provided them with authentic
learning materials and displayed different new techniques of learning for
various subjects. Morrow (1977) defined authenticity as a stretch of real
language, produced by a real speaker or writer for a real audience, designated
to deliver a real message. Schiffrin (1996) stated that authentic materials,
specifically audio-visual ones, provides richer source of input for learners
and they can be exploited in different ways and on different levels in order
to expand learners‘ communicative competence. Ktoridou, Yiangou and
Zarpetea (2002) found that by using videos to enhance students’ vocabulary
recognition and comprehension, it helps to provide language learners the
exposure to authentic content and context, in which learners can
significantly improve their language skills. By watching videos produced
from a variety of English speakers across the nation, the students were able
to learn and to mimic different accents. Ultimately, this helped students to
enunciate and pronounce words better as they get to listen to how native
speakers communicate. The platform also provided opportunities for
students to build networks and meeting new friends from different
countries through the comment or direct messages section. One student
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mentioned that she enjoyed using TikTok, as the platform helped her a lot
in improving her English as she learned many new vocabularies and
conversational phrases by exchanging comments and messages with her
Internet friends.
TikTok Promoted Positive Learning Environment for Learners
The findings also showed that TikTok promoted and created a
positive learning environment for the ESL students. Overall, the students
displayed positive attitude, increased motivation and acceptance in using
TikTok videos to expand their vocabulary learning. When interviewed, all 8
of the students stated that they own TikTok accounts, and are frequent
users of TikTok as they spent around 5 to 8 hours in a day browsing and
watching TikTok videos. A notable finding in the initial phase was although
these students are frequent users, half of them admitted to watching TikTok
for mainly entertainment purposes. Thus, when they were exposed to such
educational videos, they found that TikTok is indeed a useful tool for
learning. They mentioned that using TikTok created a fun learning
environment for students as lessons became more enjoyable than traditional
teaching methods. However, majority of the students agreed that TikTok
could not serve as a stand-alone teaching material, as they would still need
proper guidance from their teachers. Hence, TikTok should act only as a
supplement in the teaching and learning process. This finding is similar to
the results of the research done by Kamil et. al. (2000), and Verhallen and
Bus (2010), who stated that although using videos offer more multifaceted
nonverbal support than books, but watching videos alone does not
sufficiently support word learning and that instruction on word meanings is
still required.
CONCLUSION
Results of the preliminary research indicated that the use of TikTok
contributed positively to expanding ESL students‘ vocabulary learning. Students
learned many new vocabulary through various content found in TikTok, its useful
and handy features which provides sufficient audio, graphics, subtitles and its ’save‘
function, as well as through the authenticity of the videos. Since TikTok is the
current trend nowadays, using the platform can be a good alternative for teachers
to apply the method in their teaching, provided that the selected videos from
TikTok are suitable for the students‘ level, interest, and best to match their learning
needs and styles. This study would also suggest teachers who would like to use
TikTok as their teaching tool to create their own videos with their own designated
content and topics that matched their syllabus, in order to provide a better and more
authentic learning experiences for their own students. Self-made videos by teachers
could also help in better understanding of the students‘ needs and learning styles.

Expanding ESL Students’ Vocabulary Through:...
Audrey A. Bernard Ining
DOI: https://doi.org/10.26714/lensa.11.2.2021.171-184

181

Lensa: Kajian Kebahasaan, Kesusastraan, dan Budaya
Vol. 11 No. 2, July-December 2021, Page.171-184
http://jurnal.unimus.ac.id/index.php/lensa

p-ISSN: 2086-6100
e-ISSN: 2503-328X

In the future, a more extensive research and further analysis should be carried out
to study the different types of genres and how these genres would affect students‘
motivation in learning.
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