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Submitted : 13 September 2025 This study explores how TikTok can be utilized as a tool for teaching 

contextual vocabulary in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

learning and examines students' perceptions of this approach. This 

descriptive qualitative study employed thematic analysis of 

interview data collected from twelve first-semester English 

Department students who were interviewed about their experiences 

learning vocabulary through TikTok content from “English With 

Rhys”. The findings reveal that TikTok serves as an effective 

alternative medium for vocabulary learning, offering accessibility, 

engagement, and authentic contextual examples. The twelve 

participants reported increased motivation due to the entertaining and 

accessible format, and demonstrated an improved understanding of 

vocabulary usage in authentic contexts. However, challenges include 

potential distractions from entertainment content and the need for 

additional strategies like note-taking and repetition for better 

retention. TikTok demonstrates significant potential as a 

supplementary tool for contextual vocabulary instruction, 

complementing rather than replacing formal classroom learning. 
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Introduction 

In today's digital era, students interact with language not only in classrooms but 

also through various social media platforms(Pradeepa & Hema, 2022). Among these, 

TikTok a short-video application rich in trends, narratives, and popular expressions has 

become especially prominent for younger generations. For English as a Foreign Language 

(EFL) learners, this environment offers new opportunities to encounter vocabulary in 

everyday use, while also raising questions about how such exposure supports formal 

learning. 

In many EFL classrooms, vocabulary instruction still focuses on memorizing word 

meanings or translations, which often leaves students struggling to use words 

appropriately in real-life communication(Alam, 2023). As a result, learners may develop 

a wide vocabulary repertoire on paper but lack confidence and accuracy when applying 

it in authentic situations. This gap becomes more visible when students participate in 

digital spaces: they can easily imitate TikTok trends, yet may not fully grasp how the 

vocabulary in these videos reflects collocations, idiomatic expressions, or pragmatic 

meanings(Hu & Du, 2022). 

Recent research has shown that TikTok-based instruction can significantly 

improve students’ vocabulary mastery across different levels(Alghameeti, 2022). Other 

studies have also reported generally positive attitudes toward using TikTok for vocabulary 

learning, although students often remain uncertain about its effectiveness as a learning 

platform compared to its main function as entertainment(Literat, 2021). While these 

studies highlight TikTok’s potential and learners’ positive attitudes, most of them focus 

on quantitative outcomes and do not look closely at students’ subjective, contextualized 

learning experiences. 
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Building on these findings, it becomes clear that although previous research has 

predominantly examined TikTok’s effectiveness through quantitative measures(Alshreef 

& Khadawardi, 2023), few studies have explored how students actually interpret and 

make sense of using TikTok for contextual vocabulary learning in their everyday lives but 

focus more on speaking(Yulita & Hertiki, 2023). This lack of qualitative insight is 

important because students’ personal experiences, motivations, and learning habits often 

shape how digital tools like TikTok function in real practice. With the rapid growth of 

digital learning environments and the increasing presence of short-form media in 

students’ daily routines, understanding how learners perceive and internalize vocabulary 

learning through platforms like TikTok becomes not only relevant but necessary. Such 

exploration provides a richer, more nuanced picture of how social media can support 

language learning beyond what quantitative outcomes alone can capture. 

Therefore, this study focuses on exploring how TikTok can be leveraged as a tool 

to teach contextual vocabulary in EFL learning and on understanding how students 

perceive and interpret the use of TikTok in their learning process. Through a descriptive 

qualitative approach using thematic analysis of interview data, this study aims to provide 

a richer picture of students’ perceptions and learning experiences when using TikTok as 

a medium for contextual vocabulary development in an EFL setting. 

 

Research Design 

This study employed a descriptive qualitative approach to gain an in-depth 

understanding of first-semester English Department students’ experiences and 

perceptions of using TikTok content to enrich their English vocabulary(Creswell, 2013). 

This design was chosen because it allows researchers to capture nuanced, contextual, and 

subjective experiences in a naturalistic setting without relying on numerical 

measurement. The focus was on exploring meanings and lived experiences rather than 

measuring quantitative outcomes. 

 

Research Subjects 

The subjects were 12 first-semester English Department students from Universitas 

Insan Budi Utomo who were also active TikTok users. Selection criteria included: (1) 

being enrolled as first-semester English Department students, (2) being active TikTok 

users, and (3) willingness to participate as respondents and take part in interviews. All 

participants provided informed consent, and anonymity and confidentiality were 

maintained throughout the study. 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data collection was carried out in four stages over four weeks during the odd 

semester of 2024 and was conducted as follows: 

1. Week 1: Participants were introduced to TikTok content from “English With 

Rhys” and were asked to explore and become familiar with the videos. 

2. Week 2: Two specific videos related to phrasal verbs were shared, and 

participants had one week to watch, understand, and practice the vocabulary 

presented. 

3. Week 3: Two additional videos related to phrasal verbs were shared, and 

participants again had one week to watch, understand, and practice the 

vocabulary before the interviews. 

4. Week 4: Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore participants’ 

experiences and perceptions in depth. 

https://doi.org/10.33503/journey.v8i2.2341
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Research Instruments 

The instruments included: (1) a semi-structured interview guide with key 

questions about students’ experiences, (2) an audio recorder to capture the interviews, (3) 

field notes for important observations during the interview process, and (4) selected 

TikTok content from “English With Rhys” used as learning material. The full list of 

interview questions is provided in the Appendix (if required by the journal). 

 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s(Braun 

& Clarke, 2006) six-step approach: (1) familiarization with the data through repeated 

reading of transcripts, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for potential themes, (4) 

reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the final report and 

interpretations in relation to the research questions. This analytic process enabled a 

systematic yet flexible description of participants’ experiences and perceptions 

 

RESULTS 

Theme 1: Experiences Using TikTok to Learn Vocabulary 

Students described TikTok-based vocabulary learning as distinctly different from 

classroom experiences. As Student 1 put it, “Learning through TikTok is more relaxed 

and easy to access. Words taught often appear in daily life.” The short-form content 

appealed to many: “I like the videos because they are short and entertaining” (Student 2). 

Student 3 emphasized mobility, noting “It's convenient; I can watch them anytime, even 

on the go.” 

However, not all experiences were effortless. Student 4 described active engagement: “I 

sometimes replay the videos several times to memorize new words,” while Student 5 

revealed a compensatory strategy: “Some words are hard, so I write them down in my 

notebook.” 

 

Theme 2: Perceived Effectiveness for Contextual Vocabulary Learning 

When asked about effectiveness, students highlighted TikTok's contextual 

advantages. Student 6 explained, “I can understand the meaning of words faster from the 

context, especially with example sentences.” This was echoed by Student 8, who noted 

that “Videos show real-life situations, which makes it easier to remember words.” 

Yet students were realistic about limitations. Student 7 acknowledged dependency on 

follow-up effort: “It helps a lot, but I still need to take notes; otherwise, I forget easily.” 

 

Theme 3: Challenges and Distractions 

The entertainment-first design of TikTok created predictable challenges. Student 

9 admitted, “Sometimes I get distracted because TikTok shows funny videos, making it 

hard to focus.” Student 10 described a cycle of forgetting and reviewing: “I forget to 

review new words after watching, so I have to replay videos.” 

 

Theme 4: Comparison with Traditional Methods 

Students consistently positioned TikTok as more engaging than conventional 

approaches. According to Student 11, “It's more practical and interesting than 

textbooks.” Student 12 captured the dual nature of the experience: “Learning feels like 

entertainment, which motivates me, but I still need exercises outside TikTok.” 
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Theme 5: Student Strategies for Vocabulary Retention 

Rather than passive consumption, students developed deliberate retention 

strategies. These included: 

a. Writing down new words (Students 1, 5, 7) 

b. Replaying videos multiple times (Students 2, 4, 10) 

c. Practicing pronunciation aloud (Students 3, 6, 8) 

d. Using words in sentences or daily conversation (Students 9, 11, 12) 

 

Theme 6: Motivation Enhancement 

The motivational impact was consistently reported across participants. Several 

students (1, 4, 6) expressed it simply: “I feel more enthusiastic because learning is fun.” 

Others noted behavioral changes: “I'm more likely to review words outside of class 

because of the videos” (Students 2, 7, 12). One group (Students 3, 5, 9, 10, 11) described 

cumulative benefits: “It's a small step, but it makes me excited to learn English.” 

 

DISCUSSION 

TikTok as a Medium for Contextual Vocabulary Learning 

The results indicate that TikTok can effectively support contextual vocabulary 

learning by exposing students to vocabulary in authentic, everyday situations(Alvarez et 

al., 2024). Students’ reports of better recall when words appear in stories, dialogues, or 

daily life scenes are consistent with research emphasizing the importance of 

contextualized input for vocabulary acquisition. This suggests that TikTok can help bridge 

the gap between decontextualized classroom vocabulary and real-world language use. 

 

Motivation and Engagement 

Students’ increased motivation and willingness to engage with English outside 

class highlight TikTok’s motivational potential. Viewing vocabulary learning as 

entertaining rather than burdensome appears to reduce anxiety and encourage more 

frequent exposure. This finding aligns with previous studies that have reported positive 

attitudes and increased engagement when TikTok is used as a language-learning 

tool(Hongsa et al., 2023). At the same time, the present study shows that motivation alone 

is not sufficient; it needs to be chanelled into deliberate learning strategies. 

 

Active Learning Strategies and Cognitive Processing  

The use of note-taking, repetition, pronunciation practice, and application in 

sentences suggests that students are actively processing the multimedia input rather than 

passively consuming it. These behaviors can be interpreted through cognitive theories of 

multimedia learning, which emphasize the importance of selecting, organizing, and 

integrating information from verbal and visual channels. By externalizing information 

through notes and reinforcing it through repeated viewing and production, students 

support deeper encoding and long-term retention of vocabulary(Tan et al., 2022). 

 

Distractions and the Need for Self-Regulation 

The challenges reported, particularly distractions from non-educational content 

and forgetting to review vocabulary, point to the importance of self-regulation in social 

media-based learning. TikTok’s entertainment-focused design and rapid content flow can 

interrupt sustained attention and limit the depth of processing(Rach & Lounis, 2021). This 

study therefore reinforces earlier work cautioning that social media platforms, while 
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motivating, also require learners to consciously manage their attention and set clear 

learning goals. 

 

Supplementary Role of TikTok in EFL Instruction 

Participants’ recognition that TikTok is more engaging than textbooks but not 

sufficient on its own suggests that the platform functions best as a supplementary 

tool(Mauriza & Siregar, 2022). TikTok can provide authentic exposure, current language 

use, and motivational benefits, while formal instruction offers systematic coverage, 

controlled practice, and assessment. The findings thus support an integrative model in 

which TikTok is incorporated into lesson design for example, as a source of contextual 

examples, discussion prompts, or follow-up practice tasks rather than replacing traditional 

instruction. 

 

Pedagogical Implications 

From a pedagogical perspective, the findings indicate that teachers can use TikTok 

strategically to: 

a. Introduce vocabulary in authentic contexts; 

b. Design tasks that prompt students to take notes, rehearse, and apply new words; 

c. Explicitly teach self-regulation strategies for managing distractions; and 

d. Connect in-class vocabulary targets with relevant TikTok content. 

Such integration can help align students’ everyday digital practices with formal 

learning goals. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study examined how EFL students utilized TikTok to learn contextual 

vocabulary and how they perceived TikTok as a vocabulary-learning medium. The 

findings show that TikTok can support contextual vocabulary learning by providing 

authentic language exposure, increasing motivation, and encouraging engagement 

beyond the classroom. Students reported that vocabulary presented in real-life situations 

was easier to understand and remember, and they adopted various strategies such as note-

taking, repetition, and active use to consolidate new words. 

At the same time, the study highlights important limitations in relying solely on 

TikTok for vocabulary learning. Distractions from entertainment content, brief exposure 

to target vocabulary, and the need for additional practice indicate that TikTok is most 

effective when used as a supplementary tool alongside structured classroom instruction. 

Overall, the study suggests that successful vocabulary learning through TikTok depends 

not only on the platform’s features but also on learners’ active engagement and self-

regulation. 
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