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Abstract 
Although digital game-based language learning has received increasing attention, how watching gameplay videos creates 
vocabulary-learning opportunities for young EFL learners at home remains underexplored. This study examined how 
subtitled Minecraft gameplay videos on YouTube and family and peer interaction mediated children’s engagement with 
English vocabulary. A qualitative case study with descriptive corpus support tracked the regular home viewing of two siblings 
aged seven and eight for 30 days. Data comprised viewing histories, observational notes, video subtitles, and interviews with 
the children and their parents. AntConc analysis identified 50 frequently occurring lexical items, which informed a subsequent 
vocabulary-elicitation interview. Triangulation revealed that, across the interviews, the children recognized or contextually 
explained 31 target items. Recognition did not consistently correspond to raw frequency: words linked to visually salient 
actions, game objectives, emotional moments, or familiar experiences were more memorable than some highly recurrent but 
contextually less distinctive items. Subtitles appeared to connect spoken and written forms, while gameplay visuals supported 
meaning inference. Co-viewing, sibling or peer discussion, and the reuse of game-related expressions during play extended 
engagement beyond the screen. The findings suggest that the vocabulary-learning affordances of gameplay videos arise not 
from repetition alone but from the interaction of multimodal salience, learner interest, and social mediation. Given the two-
case design and absence of baseline testing, these results indicate context-specific learning opportunities rather than causal 
effects. The study positions guided co-viewing and contextual discussion as promising ways to enrich informal digital EFL 
learning at home. 

Keywords: extramural English; informal digital learning; Minecraft; multimodal learning; vocabulary recognition; young EFL 
learners 

1. Introduction 

Vocabulary knowledge is central to young EFL learners' communicative development because it supports 
comprehension and production across listening, speaking, reading, and writing (Janebi Enayat & Derakhshan, 
2021; Kyle & Crossley, 2016; Zhang & Zhang, 2022). Its development depends not only on explicit instruction but 
also on repeated encounters with words across varied and meaningful contexts, conditions that classroom 
instruction may not consistently provide, particularly where opportunities to use English in everyday life are 
limited (Muñoz & Cadierno, 2021; Peters et al., 2019). The growing presence of YouTube, digital games, social 
media, and other online platforms in children's lives has therefore made informal or extramural digital activity an 
important source of contact with English beyond school (De Wilde et al., 2020; Jensen, 2017; Leona et al., 2021; 
Pires et al., 2021). Gameplay videos are especially relevant within this ecology because they can coordinate spoken 
commentary and on-screen text with visible objects, purposeful actions, and unfolding events. Such coordination 
may allow viewers to encounter lexical forms in contexts that provide immediate clues to meaning, while the 
entertainment value of the videos may sustain voluntary engagement over time (Lee & Dressman, 2018; Montero 
Perez et al., 2018; Peters, 2019). For young EFL learners who regularly watch subtitled Minecraft gameplay videos 
at home, vocabulary encounters may thus occur through an everyday media practice rather than a planned 
instructional activity. Nevertheless, the learning opportunities associated with watching gameplay cannot simply 
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be inferred from research on playing digital games because viewing and playing organize learner agency, 
feedback, and linguistic input in substantially different ways. 

Research on digital games and extramural English has shown that gaming can expose learners to recurring and 
specialized lexical items in goal-directed contexts in which spoken and written language is coordinated with visual 
objects, player actions, objectives, feedback, and social interaction (Acquah & Katz, 2020; Chien, 2019; Toh & Lim, 
2022). Among children and adolescents, greater engagement with English-mediated out-of-school gaming has 
repeatedly been associated with larger receptive or productive vocabularies and, in some studies, broader English 
proficiency, although the strength of these relationships varies according to gaming time, game type, input 
modality, and learner group (Jensen, 2017; Sundqvist, 2019; Sundqvist & Wikström, 2015). These findings suggest 
that interest-driven gaming can complement classroom learning by extending contact with English into self-
selected activities in which reading instructions, solving problems, and coordinating actions give language an 
immediate functional purpose (Scholz, 2017; Sundqvist, 2019). The evidence base, however, remains 
predominantly player-centered. Major reviews principally synthesize active gameplay and indicate that formal 
interventions have often used custom-built or educational games, with university learners common in the broader 
literature and formal school settings dominant in studies involving younger participants (Hanghøj et al., 2022; 
Hung et al., 2018; Xu et al., 2020). A related program of controlled research distinguished "watchers" from players, 
but the watchers observed two classmates playing during scheduled weekly treatments over five weeks rather 
than independently selecting creator-produced gameplay videos for home viewing (Ebrahimzadeh, 2017; 
Ebrahimzadeh & Alavi, 2016, 2017). Active players make decisions and receive feedback contingent on their 
actions, whereas gameplay-video viewers encounter a preselected and often edited sequence designed for an 
audience, in which commentary, subtitles or other on-screen language, visual action, and game events are 
coordinated by the content creator (Burwell & Miller, 2016; Shoda, 2022; Stufft & von Gillern, 2021; Fievez et al., 
2020). Gameplay-video viewing therefore merits investigation as a distinct form of multimodal informal English 
exposure rather than as a reduced version of active play. 

The theoretical distinctiveness of gameplay-video viewing lies in this creator-mediated configuration. Let's 
Play scholarship characterizes gameplay videos as hybrid game-video texts in which recorded play is reshaped 
through commentary, performance, editing, and platform conventions (Dizon, 2024; Nguyen, 2016; Piittinen, 
2018). Viewers of prerecorded videos do not determine the represented in-game decisions or receive feedback 
contingent on their own inputs. Instead, they interpret visible objects, character movements, goal-directed 
actions, affective reactions, and outcomes alongside spoken commentary and written language (Gekker, 2018; 
Piittinen, 2018; Shoda, 2022). The cognitive theory of multimedia learning proposes that learning from 
coordinated verbal and visual information involves selecting relevant words and images, organizing them into 
coherent representations, and integrating those representations with one another and with prior knowledge. 
Research on spatial and temporal contiguity likewise supports coordinating corresponding sources of 
information, while also showing that the benefits depend on how information is presented and on learner 
characteristics (Liu et al., 2022; Mayer, 2017, 2024; Schroeder & Cenkci, 2018). Captioning research provides 
more specific evidence that displaying spoken L2 input in written form can direct attention to lexical forms and 
support incidental recognition or learning of word forms and meanings, although outcomes vary according to 
prior vocabulary knowledge, word frequency, image-word congruence, and captioning format (Montero Perez et 
al., 2015, 2018; Peters, 2019). Minecraft offers a particularly useful setting in which to examine these processes 
because recurring activities such as building, crafting, collecting, navigating, and surviving connect language with 
visible entities and consequential actions. Minecraft-related input also includes both high-frequency vocabulary 
and less frequent game-specific terms denoting blocks, items, actions, and environmental features (Ståhl et al., 
2025; Weisi & Hajizadeh, 2025; Zheng et al., 2015). Although viewers lack direct control over the game, 
interpreting these coordinated cues can still be cognitively active. The relevant question is therefore not whether 
viewing is categorically active or passive, but how the particular configuration of spoken, written, visual, and 
situational information creates opportunities for children to notice and interpret vocabulary. 

Within this multimodal configuration, lexical frequency and multimodal salience should be treated as related 
but analytically distinct. Repeated encounters can strengthen familiarity with a word and provide additional 
occasions for form-meaning mapping, yet frequency in the video corpus represents the amount of exposure 
available rather than direct evidence that a child attended to, recognized, or learned a word (Frances et al., 2020; 
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Peters et al., 2019; Uchihara et al., 2019). Research on captioned audiovisual input shows that the contribution of 
repetition is conditioned by factors such as prior vocabulary knowledge, captioning format, and the semantic 
congruence between a lexical item and the accompanying image (Montero Perez et al., 2018; Peters, 2019). In 
gameplay videos, a word may therefore become especially noticeable when its spoken and written forms coincide 
with a clearly visible object or action, when it is relevant to an immediate game objective, or when it occurs within 
a distinctive and memorable episode. Conversely, a highly recurrent item may remain weakly attended to if it has 
no clear visual referent or salient function in the unfolding activity. This distinction is important for the present 
study because a frequency list can describe the lexical environment offered by the videos, but only evidence from 
the children can indicate which items they recognized or could explain in relation to a context. Combining corpus-
derived frequency information with vocabulary elicitation thus makes it possible to investigate whether the most 
frequently available words were necessarily those most successfully recognized and to consider how multimodal 
context may help explain any divergence. 

Subtitles and social interaction add two complementary forms of mediation to this account. Subtitles 
foreground orthographic forms within the audiovisual stream, whereas co-viewers and co-players may direct 
attention, elaborate meanings, and connect events on the screen with shared experiences and subsequent 
activities (Lantolf & Xi, 2023; Peters, 2019; Taylor et al., 2024). L2 captioning research, including studies involving 
primary-school learners, indicates that temporally aligned written forms can increase attention to target words 
and support word-form recognition and form-meaning learning, particularly when recurring words are 
accompanied by semantically informative imagery (Montero Perez et al., 2015; Peters, 2019; Teng, 2019; 
Vanderplank, 2016). These affordances are conditional rather than automatic: outcomes vary with learners' prior 
knowledge, the frequency and type of target vocabulary, captioning format, and image-word congruence, and most 
available evidence concerns general captioned audiovisual materials rather than children's self-selected gameplay 
videos at home (Montero Perez et al., 2018; Pujadas & Muñoz, 2019; Teng, 2019). Vocabulary engagement also 
extends beyond the relationship between an individual viewer and the screen. Developmental-media research 
indicates that structured or responsive adult co-viewing can guide attention and support some aspects of word 
learning, although effects vary across learners and outcome measures and the average advantage of adult-child 
co-use appears modest (Neuman et al., 2020; Samudra et al., 2019; Strouse et al., 2018). Research on sibling 
mediation and children's Minecraft practices further demonstrates that siblings and peers can act as mentors, co-
players, problem-solving partners, and audiences for game-related knowledge across online and face-to-face 
settings (Adler & Elias, 2025; Dezuanni et al., 2015; Wernholm, 2021). These interactions can create occasions to 
ask questions, explain meanings, repeat expressions, and reuse language during later game-related play. From a 
sociocultural perspective, vocabulary engagement is therefore mediated jointly by culturally organized signs and 
digital artifacts and by assistance from other people, rather than resulting from exposure alone (Lantolf & 
Poehner, 2023; Lantolf & Xi, 2023; Lantolf et al., 2021; Xi & Lantolf, 2021). Subtitles, gameplay imagery, family 
assistance, peer discussion, and shared play can consequently be examined as an interconnected configuration 
through which children notice, interpret, and recontextualize English vocabulary in the home. 

Despite these converging lines of research, limited attention has been devoted to how young EFL learners 
engage with vocabulary while voluntarily watching subtitled gameplay videos in natural home environments. 
Existing studies have focused primarily on active gameplay, older learners, formal interventions, or general 
captioned audiovisual materials. Consequently, comparatively little is known about how lexical frequency 
interacts with multimodal salience, subtitles, learner interest, and family or peer interaction in children’s everyday 
gameplay-video viewing. Research has also rarely combined a corpus-based description of the lexical input 
available in such videos with qualitative evidence of children’s vocabulary recognition, contextual interpretation, 
and socially mediated engagement. To address these gaps, the present qualitative case study, supported by 
descriptive corpus analysis, followed two young EFL learners during 30 days of regular home viewing of subtitled 
Minecraft gameplay videos. Specifically, it investigated which English lexical items occurred frequently in the 
videos, how the children recognized and contextually explained the selected target items, and how the videos’ 
multimodal features and family or peer interaction mediated their engagement with English vocabulary. By 
distinguishing gameplay-video viewing from active gameplay and relating corpus frequency to the children’s 
demonstrated recognition and contextual interpretations, the study extends research on extramural English to a 
form of digital activity that is common in children’s everyday lives but remains insufficiently examined. It also 
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advances a socially situated account of informal vocabulary engagement in which repetition operates alongside 
multimodal salience and interpersonal mediation. Because the study did not include baseline testing or a 
comparison group, however, its contribution lies in identifying context-specific vocabulary-learning opportunities 
and mediational processes rather than establishing causal vocabulary gains. 

2. Method 

2.1 Research Design 

This study adopted a qualitatively driven single-case study design, supplemented by descriptive corpus 
analysis, to examine how young EFL learners engaged with English vocabulary while watching subtitled Minecraft 
gameplay videos at home. The case was defined as the children’s gameplay-video viewing within a single family 
and was bounded by two sibling participants and a 30-day observation period. A case study design was 
appropriate because it enabled an intensive, context-sensitive examination of the phenomenon in its natural 
setting using multiple sources of evidence (Harrison et al., 2017; Rashid et al., 2019; Yazan, 2015). Observations 
and interviews constituted the primary data sources, providing qualitative evidence of the children’s vocabulary 
recognition, contextual interpretations, and engagement mediated through family interaction. The subtitle corpus 
played a complementary descriptive role: frequency analysis mapped the recurring lexical input available in the 
videos and informed the selection of target words for the vocabulary-elicitation interviews. Accordingly, 
frequency counts were not treated as evidence of attention, recognition, or vocabulary acquisition; rather, they 
were used to characterize the linguistic input and establish a systematic link between the video content and the 
children’s qualitative responses. 

2.2 Participants and Research Setting 

The participants were two elementary-school-aged siblings, aged seven and eight, who were purposively 
selected because they regularly watched Minecraft gameplay videos on YouTube, were familiar with the game, 
and routinely engaged with digital media at home. In qualitative inquiry, purposive sampling emphasizes 
participants’ direct relevance to the phenomenon under investigation rather than statistical representativeness 
(Gentles et al., 2015). The siblings were therefore considered information-rich participants, while their shared 
gameplay-video-viewing practices within a single household formed the bounded case; they were not treated as 
two separate cases. Data collection took place in the family home to minimize disruption to the children’s usual 
viewing routines and to capture family-mediated interactions within their everyday context. Examining children’s 
digital practices at home can reveal situated behaviors and interpersonal interactions that surveys or 
decontextualized tasks may overlook. At the same time, home-based research requires appropriate safeguards for 
participants’ privacy and reflexive consideration of how researcher presence and family relationships may 
influence the practices being observed (Sandberg & Gillen, 2021). 

2.3 Data Sources and Collection 

Data were collected over 30 consecutive days without imposing a researcher-designed viewing program. 
Instead, the study examined subtitled Minecraft gameplay videos that the children watched as part of their 
ordinary YouTube routines. Videos were eligible for inclusion if they were viewed during the observation period, 
contained English-language gameplay commentary and subtitles, and were appropriate for the children’s ages. 
Four complementary sources of data were collected. First, the children’s YouTube viewing history was reviewed 
to establish a record of the videos watched and identify those meeting the inclusion criteria. Second, observational 
field notes documented the children’s responses to vocabulary, spontaneous use of English, interpretations of 
gameplay events, and interactions with siblings or other family members during or after viewing. Third, the 
English subtitles from the eligible videos were compiled into a small, purpose-built corpus representing the lexical 
input available in the sampled content. Fourth, at the end of the observation period, each child participated 
separately in a structured, age-appropriate vocabulary-elicitation interview. 

The interview protocol comprised 50 recurrent content words selected through frequency analysis of the 
subtitle corpus, including action verbs, descriptive adjectives, and game-related nouns. For each target word, the 
children were asked whether they recognized it, what they believed it meant, and whether they could describe a 
gameplay situation in which they had encountered it. Both participants received the same core prompts to ensure 
consistency, although the researcher provided age-appropriate clarification when needed. Using a consistent 
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interview protocol helped maintain alignment between the elicitation questions and the study’s research 
questions (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Because interviewing children requires accessible language and careful 
attention to differences in power, communication, and perceived adult expectations, the researcher avoided 
indicating preferred answers and allowed the participants sufficient time to respond in their own words 
(Kutrovátz, 2017). The responses were analyzed as evidence of the children’s vocabulary recognition and 
contextual interpretation at the time of elicitation. They were not regarded as conclusive evidence that the words 
had been acquired exclusively through watching the videos, because the study did not include a pretest, 
comparison group, or delayed retention measure. Accordingly, the interviews provided context-specific evidence 
of recognition and meaning-making rather than a causal measure of vocabulary acquisition. The interviews were 
conducted in Indonesian to ensure the children could respond comfortably in their first language. All 
interview excerpts presented in this article were translated into English by the researcher for publication 
while preserving their original meanings. 

2.4 Data Analysis 

The subtitle files from all eligible videos were compiled into a small, purpose-built corpus and analyzed using 
AntConc version 4.3.1 (Anthony, 2024). The Word List tool was used to generate raw frequency rankings, after 
which the Concordance tool was used to examine recurrent lexical items in their immediate contexts and 
determine how they functioned within the gameplay commentary. Considering concordance evidence alongside 
frequency counts reduced the risk of interpreting lexical relevance solely on the basis of numerical prominence 
(Touri & Koteyko, 2015). The researcher subsequently identified recurrent content words and organized them 
into analytically relevant categories, including action verbs, descriptive adjectives, and game-specific nouns. Each 
frequency count was interpreted only as the number of occurrences, and therefore potential encounters, within 
the sampled subtitles. It was not treated as evidence that the children had attended to, understood, or learned the 
word. The corpus findings informed the selection of 50 target words for the vocabulary-elicitation interviews, 
while the concordance lines provided contextual information for interpreting the children’s responses. 

The observational field notes and interview responses were analyzed through repeated reading and iterative 
coding. Three broad dimensions derived from the research questions guided the initial analysis: vocabulary 
recognition, contextual interpretation, and socially mediated engagement. Within these dimensions, the codes 
were refined, combined, or expanded as additional patterns emerged from the data. The coded evidence was 
examined first within each participant and then compared across the two siblings to identify shared and differing 
patterns while retaining the study’s treatment of the household as a single bounded case. Throughout the analysis, 
a transparent connection was maintained among the research questions, analytic codes, supporting evidence, and 
resulting interpretations to strengthen the credibility of the qualitative findings (Nowell et al., 2017). 

Finally, a case-oriented analytical matrix was used to integrate evidence from the four data sources. The 
viewing history established which videos formed part of the children’s regular exposure; the subtitle corpus 
characterized the recurring lexical input available in those videos; the observational notes documented 
vocabulary-related behavior and family interaction; and the interviews elicited evidence of vocabulary 
recognition and contextual interpretation. Cross-source triangulation was used to identify convergence, 
complementarity, and divergence among these forms of evidence (Fusch et al., 2018). Agreement among the 
sources was not treated as objective confirmation that vocabulary had been acquired through video viewing. 
Instead, triangulation supported a more contextualized interpretation of how the available lexical input, the 
children’s responses, and their social interactions were related within this particular case. 

2.5 Ethical Considerations and Methodological Scope 

Written informed consent was obtained from the children’s parent or legal guardian before data collection 
commenced. The study examined only Minecraft gameplay videos that formed part of the children’s ordinary, 
parent-supervised viewing and did not direct them to access additional or unfamiliar online content. To protect 
their privacy, the children’s names, YouTube account information, and all other potentially identifying details 
were excluded from the analytical dataset and research report. These safeguards were particularly important 
because qualitative research involving children in domestic and digital-media environments raises 
interconnected concerns regarding child vulnerability, online privacy, family relationships, and researcher access 
to everyday household practices (Kutrovátz, 2017; Sandberg & Gillen, 2021). Consistent with its qualitative single-
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case design, purposive selection of two participants, and absence of experimental controls, the study was intended 
to provide an in-depth, contextualized account of vocabulary exposure, recognition, interpretation, and socially 
mediated engagement within one family setting. Its findings were therefore not intended to be statistically 
generalized to broader populations or interpreted as causal evidence that watching gameplay videos resulted in 
vocabulary acquisition. 

3. Results  

This study examined how two siblings, aged seven and eight, engaged with English vocabulary while watching 
subtitled Minecraft gameplay videos on YouTube. Observational field notes, descriptive corpus analysis using 
AntConc, and individual structured follow-up interviews were combined to explore the relationship between 
recurring lexical input in the videos and the children’s recognition and contextual interpretation of selected words. 
The corpus analysis focused on recurrent gameplay-related content words, particularly action verbs and nouns. 
Raw frequency rankings were generated from the subtitles of the videos watched during the study period, and 
eligible items were selected to form a 50-word interview list. These included verbs such as go, build, and jump 
and nouns such as block, sword, and zombie. The adjective new, which appeared in the initial frequency results, 
was excluded from the verb–noun categorization used in the analysis. Importantly, frequency was interpreted as 
the number of times a word occurred in the sampled subtitles and, therefore, the number of potential encounters 
available during viewing. It was not treated as evidence that the children necessarily noticed, understood, or 
learned the word. 

 
Table 1 presents the recurrent English verbs and nouns identified in the subtitle corpus. Frequency refers to 

the raw number of times each word occurred across the subtitle transcripts of the Minecraft gameplay videos 
watched during the study period. These counts characterize the lexical input available to the children rather than 
directly measuring their attention to or knowledge of individual words. The items are organized into verb and 
noun categories, while the color coding indicates their recognition status based on the children’s responses during 
the follow-up interviews. This presentation enables comparison between the frequency of words in the available 
input and the children’s demonstrated recognition of those words. 

 

Table 1 
Frequently Occurring Verbs and Nouns Identified Through AntConc Analysis 

No. Verb Frequency Noun Frequency 

1.  Get 445 Music 244 
2. Go 333 Minecraft 179 
3. See 290 Tutorial 144 
4. Let 289 Block 129 
5. Know 285 Mob 93 
6. Think 203 Water 90 
7. Make 159 Place 94 
8. Want 159 Game 62 
9. Come 156 Villager 54 
10. Did 147 World 50 
11. Take 85 House 38 
12. Find 101 Item 39 
13. Put 78 Zombie 59 
14. Use 78 Diamond 44 
15. Give 79 Sword 25 
16. Say 64 Fire 20 
17. Try 66 Time 20 
18 Run 20 Craft 44 
19 Move 22   

20 Play 24   
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No. Verb Frequency Noun Frequency 

21 Build 72   

22 Doing 72   

23 Help 63   

24 Start 35   

25 Break 48   

26 Stop 29   

27 Spawn 67   

28 Keep 35   

29 Leave 21   

30 Open 21   

31 Test 24   

 
The color coding in Table 1 distinguishes vocabulary items coded as recognized from those not recognized 

during the structured interviews, thereby facilitating comparison between word frequency in the subtitle corpus 
and the children’s elicited vocabulary recognition. Highlighted items indicate words coded as recognized based 
on the participants’ responses to prompts asking them to explain the meaning of each word, use it appropriately, 
or relate it to a relevant gameplay situation. Because the interviews were conducted after the observation period, 
the responses provide evidence of the children’s vocabulary recognition and contextual understanding at the time 
of elicitation. They do not, however, establish that the words were acquired solely through watching the videos, 
as the influence of prior knowledge and other sources of English exposure cannot be excluded. Comparing subtitle 
frequency with interview responses therefore reveals whether recurrent lexical items available in the sampled 
videos corresponded with the vocabulary recognized by the children. This comparison provides insight into the 
potential vocabulary-learning opportunities associated with informal gameplay-video viewing without treating 
either word frequency or interview recognition as proof of vocabulary acquisition. 

Table 2 
Vocabulary Items Recognized by the Participants in the Interview 

No. Verb Noun 
1.  Get Music 

2. Go Minecraft 

3. See Block 

4. Let Time 

5. Know Game 

6. Think Fire 

7. Move World 

8. Want Water 

9. Play Place 

10. Build Craft 

11. Open House 

12. Start Villager 

13. Stop Zombie 

14. Use Diamond 

15. Give  

16. Say  

17.  Run  

 
As shown in Table 2, however, the participants’ recognition of these words did not follow their frequency 

rankings. They recognized a combination of high- and mid-frequency words, while several highly frequent words 
remained unrecognized during the interviews. Thus, frequency of occurrence alone did not consistently 
correspond with vocabulary recognition. In explaining the words they recognized, the participants frequently 
connected them with visible actions, memorable gameplay events, or familiar experiences outside the videos 
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3.1 Vocabulary Recognition and Contextual Explanation 

The interview responses showed that the participants recognized and contextually explained a range of 
vocabulary associated with Minecraft. Recognized words included zombie, diamond, craft, sword, item, move, build, 
use, and jump. Rather than explaining these words through formal definitions, the children usually connected them 
with visible objects, character actions, game instructions, or memorable events. Words such as zombie and sword 
were associated with fighting scenes, whereas diamond, item, and craft were explained in relation to objects or 
activities within the game. Similarly, build, move, use, and jump were connected with actions performed by 
characters or instructions heard during gameplay. Expressions such as “build a house” were recalled as complete 
action-based phrases rather than as isolated lexical items (INT-C1; INT-C2). 

Recognition did not consistently correspond to the frequency ranking generated from the subtitle corpus. Some 
highly frequent words, particularly get and let, were not readily recognized or explained during the interviews. In 
contrast, less frequent but game-specific words, including craft, sword, zombie, and diamond, were recognized and 
linked to particular objects, objectives, or gameplay situations. The participants’ responses therefore showed that 
the words occurring most frequently in the subtitles were not necessarily those they could explain most clearly. 
Words connected with identifiable game objects and actions appeared more prominently in their interview 
explanations than several high-frequency general verbs. The participants also drew on experiences beyond the 
gameplay videos when interpreting particular words and expressions. One child connected go with a command 
used by a taekwondo coach, while the other associated “let’s go” with an expression frequently used by their 
mother (INT-C1; INT-C2). These responses indicated that their recognition of English vocabulary was informed 
by multiple everyday encounters rather than by YouTube viewing alone. The children also reported noticing 
words in both spoken commentary and subtitles, allowing them to refer to the sound and written form of some 
expressions when explaining how they recognized them. 

3.2 Assistance and Co-viewing with Siblings and Friends 

The interviews indicated that watching Minecraft videos was not always an individual activity. Both 
participants described seeking assistance, co-viewing, and discussing video content with siblings or friends. One 
child explained, “I ask my brother or friend. But sometimes we watch YouTube together.” (INT-C1). This response 
showed that siblings and friends served both as sources of assistance and as viewing companions. The same 
participant further described how a sibling provided explanations during viewing: “I watch with my brother! He 
tells me what is happening.” (INT-C1). Assistance therefore involved more than simply watching together; it also 
included explanations of events that the child did not immediately understand. The second participant 
emphasized the social and entertaining aspects of watching with a peer: “With my friend! We like the funny parts.” 
(INT-C2). Although the two focal participants did not usually watch the selected videos together, both reported 
sharing Minecraft-related viewing experiences with other children. Their conversations concerned memorable 
events, characters, and actions, including fighting zombies, finding diamonds, using swords, and constructing 
houses. They also reported repeating expressions such as “build a house,” “jump,” and “run” while playing or talking 
about the game (INT-C1; INT-C2). The interview evidence thus documented several forms of social engagement: 
asking questions, receiving explanations, watching together, discussing entertaining scenes, and reusing game-
related vocabulary during play. 

3.3 Perceived Familiarity with Spoken English and Video Content 

During the vocabulary-elicitation interviews, the participants explained words such as build, jump, sword, and 
diamond without requiring translations or additional explanatory prompts. Their explanations referred to the 
corresponding actions, objects, or events in Minecraft, demonstrating recognition and contextual understanding 
at the time of the interviews. One participant also reported that pausing the videos had become less necessary 
because many recurring words were already familiar (INT-C1). This statement represented the participant’s 
perception of increased familiarity and was not treated as an independently measured improvement in listening 
comprehension. The children also described how they navigated English-language video content. They reported 
selecting Minecraft videos, using video menus, replaying tutorials, and returning to particular sections when they 
wanted to see an action again. Replaying was especially associated with tutorials and gameplay sequences that 
they considered interesting or useful. These interview accounts showed that the children actively selected and 
revisited content rather than merely watching each video once from beginning to end (INT-C1; INT-C2). 
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3.4 Vocabulary Use and Parental Involvement at Home 

The parent interview supplemented the children’s accounts by describing their use of English during everyday 
activities. The parent reported hearing the children say words and expressions such as “build a house,” “jump,” and 
“run” while playing or reenacting events from Minecraft (INT-P1). According to the parent, the children sometimes 
transferred expressions heard in the videos into conversations and game-related play outside the immediate 
viewing activity. Parental involvement was described primarily in terms of supervision and occasional co-viewing. 
The parent explained, “Sometimes, we watch with them to understand what they are learning.” (INT-P1). The parent 
also reported initially being concerned about the amount of time the children spent watching online videos but 
later noticing their use of English words during play. These accounts indicated that parental participation included 
regulating access, observing the content, occasionally joining the children during viewing, and noticing their 
subsequent language use. 

4. Discussion 

This study examined how vocabulary occurring in subtitled Minecraft gameplay videos corresponded with the 
vocabulary recognized and contextually explained by two young EFL learners in a family environment. Four 
interconnected findings emerged. First, the videos provided recurrent exposure to general verbs and game-
related nouns, but frequency did not consistently correspond with recognition. Second, words associated with 
visible objects, actions, and meaningful gameplay events appeared more accessible than several highly frequent 
general words. Third, the children actively selected, replayed, and discussed the content as part of their informal 
digital activities. Finally, siblings, friends, and parents contributed differently to the social environment 
surrounding the viewing. These findings suggest that vocabulary-learning opportunities arose through the 
interaction of repetition, contextual salience, multimodal representation, prior familiarity, learner interest, and 
social mediation. 

4.1 Frequency of Exposure and Selective Vocabulary Recognition 

The subtitle analysis revealed a combination of common English verbs, such as get, go, see, let, and know, and 
game-related nouns, including block, mob, diamond, sword, and zombie. This lexical profile reflects the distinctive 
language of Minecraft gameplay discourse, in which general English is combined with vocabulary referring to 
game objects, actions, mechanics, and objectives (Chien, 2019). The videos therefore provided potential exposure 
to both broadly useful vocabulary and specialized words that may rarely appear in the children’s formal English 
lessons. However, the interview findings showed that the participants did not recognize the words according to 
their frequency rankings. Several highly frequent words, particularly get and let, were not readily explained, 
whereas less frequent words such as sword, diamond, zombie, and craft were connected with identifiable objects 
or actions. Frequency consequently represented the availability of lexical input rather than a direct measure of 
vocabulary uptake. Although repeated encounters generally increase the likelihood of incidental vocabulary 
learning, the relationship is probabilistic rather than automatic (Teng, 2019; Uchihara et al., 2019). 

The contrast between frequency and recognition may partly reflect differences in word characteristics and 
contextual support. General verbs can carry multiple meanings and occur in varied grammatical constructions, 
making them difficult to associate with one observable event. Game-specific nouns, by contrast, often possess 
stable visual referents, while verbs such as craft and build describe central gameplay activities. Research on 
audiovisual vocabulary learning similarly indicates that frequency interacts with prior knowledge, visual 
representation, lexical characteristics, and the clarity of the surrounding context (Fievez et al., 2020). Thus, a less 
frequent but visually salient word may be more readily interpreted than a frequent word whose meaning varies 
across situations. The functional importance of particular words within Minecraft may also have strengthened 
their salience. Understanding diamond, sword, zombie, craft, or build helps viewers follow objectives, dangers, and 
actions central to the game. Their meanings are embedded in relationships among language, objects, actions, and 
goals. This situated connection distinguishes game-related vocabulary from words presented as isolated items 
and helps explain why domain-specific words sometimes became more memorable despite occurring less 
frequently (Zheng et al., 2015). The children’s explanations also showed that recognition could not be attributed 
exclusively to the selected videos. One participant associated go with a command used by a taekwondo coach, 
while the other connected let’s go with an expression frequently used by their mother. These responses suggest 
that the children combined encounters from videos with language experienced in family communication, 
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extracurricular activities, games, and other media. Encountering a word across diverse meaningful contexts can 
strengthen its accessibility and enrich its semantic representation (Frances et al., 2020). Nevertheless, because 
the participants’ different sources of exposure could not be separated, the results demonstrate recognition 
following the viewing period rather than acquisition caused exclusively by YouTube gameplay videos. 

4.2 Multimodal Context and Gameplay Relevance 

The participants usually explained recognized vocabulary through visible actions, objects, characters, or 
memorable gameplay events. They connected build with constructing a house, sword and zombie with fighting, 
and diamond with locating a valuable object. Some vocabulary was recalled through action-based expressions, 
such as build a house, rather than through isolated definitions. The children’s interpretations therefore appeared 
to draw simultaneously on spoken commentary, subtitles, visual imagery, movement, and knowledge of the game. 
The Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning helps explain how these different modes may have supported 
interpretation. Multimedia learning involves selecting and organizing verbal and pictorial information and 
integrating it with relevant prior knowledge (Mayer, 2017, 2024). In subtitled gameplay videos, spoken 
commentary provides auditory-verbal information, subtitles display written forms, and the gameplay presents 
corresponding objects and actions. When these elements are closely aligned, they offer complementary cues 
through which learners can interpret recurring vocabulary.  

Research on captioned audiovisual materials similarly indicates that captions can make lexical forms more 
accessible and help learners connect spoken words with their orthographic representations. Visual imagery can 
further support form–meaning connections when it appears near the spoken occurrence and clearly depicts the 
relevant action or object (Montero Perez et al., 2015, 2018; Peters, 2019). The participants’ clearer explanations 
of visually identifiable words are compatible with this account. Nevertheless, the present study did not 
independently manipulate subtitles, imagery, or spoken commentary. It cannot establish which mode contributed 
most strongly to recognition. Captions should be understood as resources that learners may use while processing 
audiovisual content, not as features that automatically produce vocabulary learning (Vanderplank, 2016). The 
most defensible interpretation is therefore that the coordination of written, spoken, and visual information 
created multiple opportunities for contextual interpretation. 

The nature of the videos also shaped these opportunities. The children were not watching instructional 
materials designed to teach English. Let’s Play videos combine gameplay footage, spontaneous commentary, 
narration, entertainment, and digital performance (Burwell & Miller, 2016; Shoda, 2022). English was 
consequently encountered while the children followed actions, objectives, problems, and humorous events. 
Words central to understanding these events may have attracted greater attention than words that occurred 
frequently but contributed less visibly to the gameplay. This distinction is important when relating the findings to 
digital game-based learning. Active gameplay can support vocabulary engagement through decision-making, 
problem solving, feedback, and goal-directed action (Acquah & Katz, 2020; Weisi & Hajizadeh, 2025). Watching 
recorded gameplay does not provide the same degree of interactivity because viewers do not control the avatar 
or determine what occurs. Nevertheless, gameplay videos retain contextual features of games, including 
recognizable objects, visible actions, objectives, and domain-specific language. The present study therefore 
illustrates the potential of game-related viewing without treating it as equivalent to active game participation. One 
participant reported that pausing had become less necessary because many recurring words were already 
familiar. This account suggests increased subjective familiarity with language commonly used in the videos. 
However, it does not independently demonstrate improvement in general listening comprehension because the 
study did not administer a standardized listening assessment. The statement is better interpreted as indicating 
that recurring language had become more manageable within the familiar context of Minecraft viewing. 

4.3 Informal Viewing, Interest, and Learner Agency 

The children’s engagement with the videos was voluntary and driven primarily by their interest in Minecraft. 
They selected English-language content, navigated video menus, replayed tutorials, revisited interesting scenes, 
and requested assistance when they did not understand particular events. English was therefore encountered as 
part of an enjoyable activity rather than as the explicit object of a formal lesson. This pattern reflects broader 
research on informal exposure showing that young learners encounter English through gaming, online videos, 
streaming platforms, and other self-selected activities outside school. Such exposure may be particularly 
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meaningful when it is sustained by personal interest and connected with recognizable purposes or activities (De 
Wilde et al., 2020; Dizon, 2024; Peters et al., 2019). In the present case, the children watched to understand and 
enjoy Minecraft, while vocabulary exposure emerged as part of pursuing that interest. Their selection and 
replaying of videos also demonstrated learner agency. The participants decided what to watch, returned to useful 
or entertaining sequences, and sought explanations when necessary. Informal digital learning allows learners to 
exercise control over content, timing, repetition, and participation, although such engagement remains influenced 
by the social and material environment in which it occurs (Lee, 2021; Toh & Lim, 2022). The participants were 
therefore self-directed in their viewing choices without being entirely independent of assistance from others. 

Enjoyment appeared to help sustain this engagement. The participants referred to funny scenes, fighting 
zombies, finding diamonds, constructing houses, and watching with siblings or friends. Previous game-based 
learning research has linked enjoyment and motivation with continued participation in vocabulary-rich digital 
activities (Ebrahimzadeh & Alavi, 2016, 2017). Studies of children’s engagement with online video content have 
likewise suggested that interest and entertainment can create opportunities for repeated English exposure. 
However, motivation was not formally measured in this study. The findings indicate expressed enjoyment and 
voluntary participation rather than a measurable improvement in language-learning motivation. The children’s 
ability to locate content, navigate menus, and replay selected segments also documented the digital practices 
through which they managed their exposure. Gameplay videos and gaming communities involve navigation, 
multimodal interpretation, and coordination of textual, auditory, and visual information (Dezuanni et al., 2015; 
Wernholm, 2021). These practices should not, however, be interpreted as digital-literacy gains caused by the 
study because the participants’ abilities before the observation period were not assessed. 

4.4 Sibling, Peer, and Parental Mediation 

The children’s viewing did not occur entirely in isolation. Both participants described watching with siblings 
or friends, requesting assistance, receiving explanations, and discussing memorable gameplay events. One child 
reported that a brother explained what was happening, while the other emphasized sharing funny scenes with a 
friend. Some English expressions, including build a house, jump, and run, were subsequently used during play. 
Vocabulary encountered in the videos therefore circulated through co-viewing, explanation, conversation, and 
game-related reenactment. From a sociocultural perspective, language engagement is mediated by interactions 
with other people and by the symbolic and technological resources available within an activity (Lantolf & Xi, 
2023). In this case, spoken commentary, subtitles, gameplay imagery, replay functions, siblings, and friends 
provided interconnected resources. When the children did not understand an event, they could observe the 
corresponding action, replay the scene, or request an explanation. Meaning was therefore constructed within a 
broader social and digital activity rather than derived from subtitles alone. 

Sibling involvement was particularly important because it provided immediate and accessible assistance. Older 
siblings can mediate younger children’s digital-media use by explaining content, supporting navigation, and 
participating in shared viewing or play (Adler & Elias, 2025). Collaborative engagement with Minecraft can 
similarly create situated opportunities for discussion, shared problem solving, and language use (Ståhl et al., 
2025). The assistance reported here was informal, but it may have helped the participants connect unfamiliar 
expressions with recognizable gameplay events. Friends contributed differently by providing companionship, 
shared enjoyment, and opportunities to discuss or reenact the content. Shared exploration of online videos can 
encourage children to talk about what they watch and reuse vocabulary related to their common interests. Such 
interaction does not establish stable productive mastery, but it shows that some expressions gained relevance 
beyond the immediate viewing event. Parental involvement was more indirect. Parents primarily regulated screen 
access, supervised the content, occasionally watched with the children, and noticed their use of English during 
play. Research on children’s digital-media use distinguishes among restrictive mediation, supervision, active 
discussion, and adult–child co-use (Neumann & Herodotou, 2020). The parental practices observed here were 
closer to supervision and occasional co-use than to systematic language instruction. 

Active adult–child interaction can support learning when adults explain unfamiliar material, direct attention 
toward relevant information, or connect screen representations with children’s experiences (Neuman et al., 2020; 
Samudra et al., 2019; Strouse et al., 2018). The present evidence, however, does not show that parents regularly 
taught vocabulary or deliberately directed attention toward subtitles. Their contribution was primarily 

462 



Voices of English Language Education Society 10(2), 2026  
  

 

 
 

 

environmental: establishing access conditions, monitoring viewing, responding when necessary, and 
acknowledging the children’s subsequent English use. Evidence across digital-learning contexts suggests that 
adult–child co-use has a modest positive relationship with learning, but its influence varies according to the 
quality, purpose, and frequency of interaction (Taylor et al., 2024). Supportive family environments may facilitate 
informal engagement without transforming entertainment into formal instruction. In the present case, siblings 
and friends appeared to provide more immediate explanations and shared discussion, while parents maintained 
the broader conditions within which viewing occurred. 

4.5 Integrated Interpretation and Pedagogical Implications 

The findings indicate that no single factor adequately explains the participants’ vocabulary recognition. 
Frequency increased the possibility of encountering a word, but functional and visual relevance made some words 
more interpretable. Subtitles displayed written forms, spoken commentary supplied auditory forms, and 
gameplay footage presented associated objects and actions. Previous experiences allowed the children to connect 
video language with familiar expressions, while interaction with siblings, friends, and parents provided 
opportunities for explanation, discussion, and reuse. The principal interpretive contribution of the study is 
therefore the distinction among lexical availability, contextual interpretability, and elicited recognition. Corpus 
frequency represented the vocabulary available within the sampled subtitle input. Multimodal and gameplay 
contexts made some of that vocabulary more readily interpretable. The interviews then identified words the 
participants could recognize and explain at a particular point in time. These categories should not be conflated: 
availability does not guarantee attention, and elicited recognition does not establish the original source, depth, or 
durability of vocabulary knowledge. 

Pedagogically, gameplay videos may function as supplementary resources when selected vocabulary 
corresponds clearly with visible objects, actions, or objectives. Teachers and parents could ask children to identify 
game objects, explain character actions, connect spoken expressions with subtitles, retell gameplay events, or use 
selected expressions in off-screen activities. These practices could direct attention toward language while 
preserving the interest that motivates children to watch the content. Gameplay videos should not, however, be 
regarded as inherently educational simply because they contain English. Their potential value depends on content 
suitability, comprehensibility, alignment between language and imagery, familiarity with the game, opportunities 
for interaction, and appropriate management of screen time. Adult guidance may help children engage more 
purposefully with the content without turning an informal recreational activity into a compulsory language lesson. 

These interpretations must remain within the evidential limits of the study. The investigation involved only 
two participants from one family over a limited period and included no pretest, comparison group, experimental 
manipulation, or delayed retention assessment. The children’s previous exposure through school, family 
communication, extracurricular activities, games, and other media could not be controlled. Corpus frequency also 
measured occurrences in the subtitle files rather than verified attention to individual words. Consequently, 
interview recognition demonstrated accessible lexical knowledge during elicitation but did not establish when, 
where, or how securely each word had been learned. Future research could combine naturalistic observation with 
pretests, immediate post-tests, and delayed assessments. Comparisons between captioned and uncaptioned 
videos, active gameplay and gameplay viewing, or individual and socially mediated viewing could clarify the 
respective contributions of repetition, imagery, captions, interactivity, and family support. Systematic records of 
pausing, replaying, viewing duration, and attention to subtitles would also help distinguish the vocabulary 
available in the videos from the input actually noticed by learners. 

5. Conclusion 

This study explored how subtitled Minecraft gameplay videos created opportunities for English vocabulary 
engagement among two young EFL learners in a family environment. The findings show that lexical frequency 
alone did not determine which words the children recognized. Although the videos repeatedly presented common 
verbs, several less frequent game-related words were more readily explained because they referred to visible 
objects, actions, or goals central to the gameplay. Vocabulary recognition therefore appeared to depend on the 
interaction of repeated exposure, contextual relevance, multimodal representation, and prior familiarity. The 
study further demonstrates that gameplay-video viewing was both self-directed and socially situated. The 
children selected and replayed content according to their interests, used available contextual cues, and sought 
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assistance when necessary. Spoken commentary, subtitles, and gameplay imagery provided complementary 
resources for interpreting vocabulary, while siblings and friends offered immediate explanations and 
opportunities for discussion or reuse. Parents contributed more indirectly by supervising access, monitoring 
content, and maintaining a supportive viewing environment. 

Pedagogically, subtitled gameplay videos may serve as supplementary resources when their language is age-
appropriate and clearly connected with visible actions, objects, and objectives. Teachers and parents can 
strengthen their value by encouraging children to identify objects, explain actions, connect spoken and written 
forms, retell gameplay events, or reuse selected expressions in other activities. Nevertheless, their educational 
value depends on appropriate content selection, comprehensibility, purposeful mediation, and responsible 
management of screen time. These conclusions remain limited by the involvement of only two participants from 
one family, the short observation period, and the absence of pretests, a comparison group, and delayed retention 
measures. The influence of prior exposure through school, family communication, extracurricular activities, 
games, and other media could not be isolated. Future studies should involve more diverse participants, assess 
vocabulary knowledge over time, and compare captioned and uncaptioned viewing, active gameplay and 
gameplay-video viewing, and individual and socially mediated viewing. Such research would clarify how available 
lexical input becomes noticed, interpreted, retained, and eventually used by young EFL learners. 
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