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Abstract: The aim of this article is to explore whether captioned videos in English can help 

students with SLD to facilitate EFL learning. The interest in this area of research derives from 

our teaching experiences to students with learning disorders who struggled to study English, 

therefore we carried out some experiments in class in order to investigate whether the bi-

modal input (the combination of the aural input with the text) could meet the need of these 

students and reduce their difficulties in L2 learning. The literature review thoroughly analyses 

theoretical issues concerning the main characteristics of learners with cognitive impairments 

along with the benefits of using videos as L2 learning tools, besides it makes mention of 

significant outcomes from previous studies. Findings seem to suggest promising results as not 

only does this approach show signs of decreasing the main complexities experienced by this 

type of learners when studying a foreign language, but it also manages to reduce the problems 

associated with lack of confidence that generally characterize learners with SLpD. 
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1. Introduction 

This paper aims to investigate whether videos in English can simplify English as 
foreign language (EFL) learning for Italian students with specific learning disorders 
(SLD) that attend high school. 

We are particularly interested in the Italian context because we have been 
working as teachers in Italy at high schools and universities. These teaching experi-
ences gave us the opportunity to observe that SLD students normally encounter 
several difficulties in learning English, therefore we decided to undertake this research 
in order to investigate whether the use of videos in English with captions could fa-
cilitate EFL. 

First and foremost, studies done L2 learning demonstrate that SLA (second language 
acquisition) is an arduous and challenging task as it entails several cognitive processes 
that learners need to automatize and make available in very little time (Balboni, 2018). 
Moreover, learners generally have to deal with several problematic language features 
which make the process even more difficult. For this reason, students with SLD 
normally find L2 learning a harder and more demanding process. As far as EFL is 
concerned, not only do these students have to cope with difficulties involving the four 
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basic skills such as listening, reading, speaking and writing, but they also have to 
consider further complexities implicated in the acquisition process namely the 
communicative, emotional and psycholinguistic features. To further explain, it has to 
be pointed out that each student has a specific disorder, consequently the problems 
that learners with SLD may encounter in FL learning may be different. However, the 
aim of this analysis is to investigate whether video-aided lessons can make SLA easier 
and in particular which of the four skills mentioned before this technique leads to 

enhancement during the learning process. 

Considering the above, research demonstrates that videos could be useful and 
effective L2 learning tools which may help students facilitate the acquisition process 
(Mirzaei, 2014). In this paper we are firstly presenting the results that define the key 
research on the usefulness of videos in L2 as means to overcome EFL difficulties for 
students with learning impairments and, at the same time, enhance their acquisition 
process. Then, we are providing the findings and discussion in which we mention 
further theories that inform our question on how the dilemma that we have identified 
can be addressed. In the final part of this article we have drawn some conclusions 
about the potential use of video-aided lessons with particular attention to how this 
type of technology can fulfil the needs of the students identified for this study and 
what possible new approaches could be. 

2. Materials and Methods 

This study was conducted in Italy and the data gathering processes consist mainly 
of qualitative semi-structured interviews with six participants with SLD (four EFL 
learners with dyslexia, one with dysgraphia and the last student who has difficulty 
staying focused in class since he finds himself being easily distracted), interview 
transcripts and content analysis technique which we used to examine and interpret 
data collected. The teaching context that we chose to focus on for this research is the 
high school where we worked. It is a technical institute attended by either Italian or 
foreign students (aged 13- to 20-year-old). We chose this specific educational envi-
ronment as it has a high percentage of learners with several learning difficulties. 
Moreover, when I (first author) was teaching English at this school I tried to ex-
periment for very brief sessions the use of simplified videos in English with captions 
in class (mostly Disney cartoons CEFR level A2-B1) with the intention to examine 
whether the students, especially those with learning problems, managed to have better 
opportunities to facilitate EFL study. In order to explore and evaluate critically the 
several ways in which the needs of this type of learners could be met through the use 
of this selected tool, we have examined existing literature in this field of study, dis-
cussing examples of similar equipment in use so as to be able to address this dilemma. 
Considering that the purpose of this investigation is to analyse the perceptions of 
students with SLD concerning the use of videos as a means to overcome their EFL 
learning difficulties, we regarded the qualitative approach as the most suitable 
methodology to employ. Qualitative research seemed to be suitable for the present 
investigation as it is a social exploration that aims to search and compare individuals‟ 
viewpoints, perspectives and experiences. Among the methods used in qualitative 
research, we selected semi-structured interviews as we figured that this modality could 
give interviewers better opportunities to interact with the interviewees and to elabo-
rate questions (McDonough & McDonough, 2014). Finally, we deliberately chose to 
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interview the students that we already knew as we considered that it would have been 
easier for us to think carefully of valid questions to ask. 

3. Results 

As mentioned in the introduction, learning a foreign language seems to be a complex 
task for students with SLD. Moreover, research maintains that the type of the foreign 
language to study may influence the learning process for this kind of students (Da-
loiso, 2016). In point of fact, since languages are different, this diversity and especially 
their standardized systems of writing seem to have a deep influence on the students‟ 
cognitive process and their learning experiences therefore learners can have dissimilar 
difficulties which can vary according to the language they are learning. As reported by 
Ellis et al. (2004:438), Alphabetic orthographies change in the degree to which they are 
regular in their representation of sound. The writing systems of Welsh, Turkish, 
Spanish, German and Finnish appear more regular in symbol–sound correspondences 
compared to those of French and English. The former are considered as transparent 
orthographies as they have highly consistent sound–symbol correspondences, 
whereas, the latter are regarded as opaque or deep orthographies since they are less 
consistent as each letter or group of letters can have different sounds in diverse words. 
On the grounds of this, we can state that students with learning difficulties tend to 
have less problems when learning a transparent language compared to an opaque or 
deep one like English. With this regard, Daloiso (2016) claims that when dyslexic 
learners study languages with greater regularity, they often succeeds in gaining an 
understanding of the basic combinations of the writing system, whereas the intrinsic 
complexity of the more opaque languages‟ spelling system causes inaccuracy that can 
persist until adulthood. Regarding the Italian education system, English is normally 
the first foreign language taught at school starting from primary education until high 
school, even though it is an opaque language characterized by a substantial degree of 
irregularity (Duguid, 2001). This irregularity stems from the fact that this language has 
an alphabetical system constituted of 26 letters and a phonetic inventory of 40 pho-
nemes that can be represented by approximately 1120 diverse graphemic mixture, 
therefore the association among graphemes, phonemes along with the sound of the 
words appears rather unclear and opaque to non-Anglophone speakers (Stella & 
Grandi, 2016). For this reason, the process of EFL learning becomes even more 
problematic for students with learning disorders (Daloiso, 2016). Nevertheless, before 
analyzing the main problems that students with SLD generally experience in SLA, it is 
firstly necessary to take into account some important considerations. Firstly, it is 
necessary to acquire a better understanding of what problems the students might 
experience and secondly to have a general neurolinguistic framework of reference 
regarding the students‟ impairments which might help the teachers to adapt EFL 
material and contents to their learners‟ needs (Melero et al., 2019).The second con-
sideration regards the connection between EFL learning complexities and the diffi-
culties concerning native language acquisition. According to Nijakowska (2010:67), 
L2 language learning is the equivalent of the native language learning faculty, the result 
is that children who learn to speak their first language fast and without difficulties 
have the tendency to score higher on the L2 aptitude test. Studies seem to corroborate 
this supposition: Ganschow and Sparks (1986) have given a demonstration of stu-
dents with L2 learning problems that had already experienced difficulties during their 
first language acquisition. Additionally, a further observation to consider is that in the 
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same class there could be students with learning deficits who, at the same time, may 
have dissimilar L2 cognitive styles, such as independent or collaborative, reflective or 
converger and analytical or global (Daloiso, 2016). Research in ELT and pedagogical 
practices for students with SLD maintains that pupils with learning problems nor-
mally encounter several barriers that may hinder SLA, in addition they specify that 
among all learning difficulties, dyslexia causes more problems in L2 learning. This 
happens because as maintained by Kormos, Smith (2012:65-66) “this type of dis-
turbance is a condition of neurodevelopmental origin and is characterized by reduced 
phonological short-term memory ability, as well as difficulties with phoneme aware-
ness and slow and imprecise word-recognition capacity”. In actual fact, these are es-
sential skills that individuals need to have in order to effectively learn a foreign lan-
guage regardless of the teaching context where the language is studied (Kormos & 
Smith, 2012). 

However, the advancement of the internet along with the development of multimedia 
and communication innovations seem to offer EFL learners more opportunities to 
facilitate language studies (Stella & Grandi, 2016).Videos have lately been the EFL 
learning sources commonly used in the classroom and also out of the class for in-
dependent learning (Ismaili, 2013). Accordingly, studies claim that video-aided lessons 
seem to offer to L2 learners a major exposure to the target language who, at the same 
time, could benefit from simultaneous auditory and visual input. That being the case, 
research has been exploring the potential of using captioned videos as effective EFL 
learning tools which might help learners, especially students with listening difficulties 
to overcome this problem and compensate for reduced vocabulary size (Perez et al., 
2013). Consequently, it demonstrates that EFL learners and especially students with 
learning disorders could benefit from captioned videos in English as the presence of 
the text that supports the verbal input can simplify the comprehension of the target 
language content (Leveridge & Yang, 2013). Moreover, not only can the bimodal 
input simplify the acquisition and retention of vocabulary, but it can also facilitate the 
training of reading skill (Chai & Erlam, 2008), as well as support beginner learners and 
especially students with learning deficits when the aural input becomes accelerated 
and hard to understand (Hubbard, 2007). Furthermore, Chapple and Curtis (2000) 
maintain that in addition to help students extend their vocabulary size and enhance 
their listening comprehension skills, video-aided lessons seem to foster L2 learners‟ 
confidence in speaking, especially in students with learning impairments (Başaran & 
Köse, 2013).To clarify further, this hypothesis can be ascribable to the consideration 
that videos in the foreign language, especially if they are provided with captions, could 
help students to internalize more words and consequently increase their knowledge of 
the language that is being studied, as a result, learners appear to be more confident 
when using the new words acquired in appropriate contexts (Başaran & Köse, 2013).  

4. Discussion 

Data gathered from the experiments of using videos in English with captions in 
class and from the six interviews has provided interesting and useful material to an-
alyze the dilemma identified for this research. It follows that the four dyslexic students 
maintained that the presence of the text is indispensable in order to train their EFL 
reading skills, since this disturbance seems to cause mainly difficulties with reading. 
Yet, two of them maintained that captions in the same language of the audio, rather 
than subtitles would better address their needs, especially a reduced text, since having 
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less words at the bottom of the screen could help them to read faster, decrease their 
reading struggles and keep the same pace of the spoken dialogues. Another interesting 
element that emerged from the students‟ interviews with attention deficit is the fact 
that watching a video in the foreign language and simultaneously reading the script 
underneath seemed to foster concentration, therefore this approach seems to help 
them to memorize more foreign words and extend their vocabulary size. According to 
research, L2 learners using videos in the target language can benefit from captioning 
since, not only does it help to decrease listening comprehension difficulties deriving 
from fast speech rate and confusing pronunciation, but they may also encourage 
viewers to train their reading abilities and internalize more words and expressions 
(Janfanza et al., 2014). 

Another benefit of captions is that they can stimulate attention which is a de-
termining element in SLA (Danan, 2004). In fact, not only has research demonstrated 
that captioning can help L2 learners to isolate words and divide difficult phrases that 
cannot be easily understood through listening (Vanderplank, 2010), but it can foster 
their attention towards new word forms which makes it easier for them to notice and 
consequently learn them. 

In general terms, Italian students normally opt for captioned videos when relying 
on this approach for L2 learning since they regard their reading skills as more de-
veloped compared to their listening comprehension abilities and consequently con-
sider the presence of the text in videos as more relaxing (Duguid, 2001). 
However, an interesting aspect to take into account for the scope of this research is to 
investigate whether this assumption is valid for students with SLD, especially for 
dyslexic learners as they generally experience more difficulties with reading. In con-
nection with the above, considering that learning foreign languages involves complex 
processes and requires the combination of the cognitive, linguistic, cultural and social 
skills, it is firstly necessary to determine the difficulties and the weaknesses that stu-
dents with SLD are likely to confront themselves with during the learning path 
(Grabe, 2009). Above all, it has to be taken into account that students with learning 
deficits struggle to automatize specific processes which are indispensable for the 
improvement of L2 skills. For this reason, Daloiso (cit. in Valenti 2016: 18) maintains 
that learners with specific learning disorders may have problems in understanding a 
written text in another language due to the difficulty in making the decoding processes 
of the written code automatic. Likewise, they also struggle to speak the target language 
as they find it hard to quickly retrieve the linguistic information which are necessary 
for the communication. 
As mentioned previously, it appears that dyslexic students experience more problems 
with reading, however, as suggested by Grabe (2009), it has to be observed that the 
basic cognitive processes connected with the mother tongue and the foreign language 
reading are analogous, so this means that these learners can have nearly the same L2 
reading difficulties that they have already experienced when learning their first lan-
guage (Kormos & Smith, 2012). In connection with the above, Smith (2012:73) 
maintains that: “In L2 reading, the primary source of the problems for students with 
SpLD (difficulty with one or more parts of learning) is reduced phoneme awareness 
and phonological short-term memory capacity. Therefore, learners with SpLD whose 
phonological processing skills might be impaired have problems with establishing 
letter sound correspondences in L2 reading and in recognizing the phonological form 
of words. […]”. As far as listening is concerned, it appears that learners with SLD 
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experience two prevailing difficulties. As specified by Melero Rodríguez (Daloiso, 
2016) on the one hand, due to phonetic-phonological deficit and, consequently, low 
phonological consciousness, they may struggle to segment the flow (to understand the 
words at the beginning and at the end of the speech as they are said instantaneously 
therefore the listener has to recognize the chains and segment them) and perceive a 
higher rate of speech than the real one. On the other hand, the difficulties in 
long-term memory retrieval can make it difficult to understand the message even 
when it has already been segmented. Most importantly, students with cognitive im-
pairments generally tend to manifest difficulties in the phonological short-term 
memory that is the crucial intrinsic element indispensable to understand oral messages 
as it contains “different units of auditory material in the working memory for further 
processing” (Kormos, Smith 2012:78). Hence, it emerges that the main drawback of 
these deficits is characterized by the difficulty to understand the aural input which 
could be relatively minimized by decelerating the speech tempo and concentrating on 
the key words while listening (Daloiso, 2016).  
Moreover, data gathered from the interviews has revealed that a further obstacle 
which can hinder students with SLD to learn foreign languages is the emotional bar-
rier. On balance, L2 learners have the tendency to experience the same acquisition 
problems and frustrations that they might have already faced in L1 learning which is 
then likely to cause a sort of emotional fragility, lack of self-confidence and demoti-
vation (Daloiso, 2016). 
One of the main causes for L2 learning problems could be attributable to learners‟ 
anxiety which is generally referred to as “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, be-
liefs, feelings, and behaviours arising from the uniqueness of the language learning 
process” in the classroom (Horwitz et al.,1986:128). In view of the foregoing, research 
demonstrates that students with SpLD manifest a greater degree of anxiety when 
studying a foreign language compared to students who do not have learning prob-
lems. Moreover, Kormos, Smith (2012:65) specify that “the cognitive effects of 
anxiety might further aggravate the language learning problems of students with 
dyslexia”.  
However, a controversial question concerning the use of videos as L2 learning tools 
that research has been attempting to answer is whether the binomial input could help 
learners and especially those with learning impairments to develop reading or listening 
skills (Mirzaei, 2014). King (2002) maintains that full captioning generally requires too 
much reading and not only can this be a problem for viewers with reading difficulties, 
but it can obstruct the training of listening comprehension skill. Additionally, the 
presence of the full text may hinder the acquisition of compensatory abilities and 
strategies which aim to facilitate FL comprehension. 
According to Pujolà (2002), while advanced FL students tend to ignore captions or 
subtitles since they consider them as a sort of interference and distraction which do 
not let them focus on listening, less advanced learners and especially those with 
learning difficulties normally prefer to rely on them in order to have major support to 
better understand the dialogues in the foreign language. 
As a result, a feasible solution that could address the needs of all the students in the 
class would be to use videos with only keyword captions. 

Based on the information provided, research on videos as FL tools has been 
analyzing the potential of keyword captions and investigating whether the reduction 
of words in the captioning lines still manages to provide support for the under-
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standing of L2 contents (Perez et al., 2013). Findings indicate that this type of cap-
tioning could resolve the problem of textual density and at the same time help viewers 
to overcome their listening comprehension difficulties (Vanderplank, 2010). Ac-
cordingly, Guillory (1998) claims that videos with keyword captions can help FL 
learners to develop good comprehension skills as the provision of a shrunk script on 
the screen stimulates viewers to concentrate on listening. A further advantage of 
videos provided with the written support is that they could help learners with SLD to 
decrease their listening comprehension‟s anxiety and consequently enhance their 
confidence during their listening performance (Danan, 2004). To conclude, consid-
ering that Italian students and particularly learners with SLD normally experience 
frustration when studying a foreign language, especially English for the complexities 
specified in the previous section, then what these students actually need is an effective 
and simplified modality that enables them to acquire the target language effortlessly. 
In light of the issues hitherto raised, data collected and the existing literature suggest 
that videos in L2 with keyword captions could be effective EFL learning tools which 
may meet the needs of learners with SLD since not only can the combination of the 
auditory input with the written support and the images facilitate the acquisition of 
reading and listening skills, but at the same time they could be the best demonstration 
of the foreign language application in real situations (Canning‐Wilson,  2000). 

5. Conclusions 

All things considered, the key elements that emerged from the interviews with the 
students and from the experiments carried out in the teaching context identified for 
this investigation concern mainly, the type of videos used for EFL learning. In other 
words, captioned videos seem to best help students with SLD to learn L2. However, 
the modality of captioning can also influence the learning process as keyword captions 
seem to best suit dyslexic students since they generally present problems with reading, 
and, consequently, the fact of having less words in the captioning line could speed 
their reading process and relieve them from the anxiety associated with their com-
prehension performance. On balance, data gathered indicates that captioned videos in 
L2 can help students with learning disorders to enhance their reading and listening 
skills, nevertheless, it still remains unclear how this approach can lead them to train 
writing and especially speaking skill which is generally the most difficult ability to 
acquire in SLA. Therefore, the obvious conclusion to be drawn is that further research 
should be necessary in order to explore how this technique can prompt the students 
taken into consideration for this analysis to train and enhance speaking. 
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