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1. INTRODUCTION

ABSTRACT

This paper introduces a new perspective on how TikTok can be utilized to facilitate
autonomous English vocabulary learning, offering an alternative to traditional
pedagogical methods that often lack student engagement and practical relevance.
Through a synthesis of previous studies and a review of key learning theories, this
paper proposes a conceptual framework grounded in the assertion that TikTok
serves as a Vvaluable educational resource by integrating three foundational
concepts: Vygotsky's social learning theory, Schmitt's vocabulary learning
strategies, and Benson's theory of autonomous learning. In essence, TikTok's
unique features such as its interest driven algorithm and authentic content, create
an environment where students can engage in self-directed learning and apply
strategic techniques for effective vocabulary acquisition. Therefore, an
understanding of this theoretical synthesis can empower educators to guide
students in transforming TikTok from a mere entertainment application into an
intentional tool for language learning. This framework aims to provide educators
with new insights for developing innovative pedagogies suited to the digital habits
of contemporary students, while also establishing a foundation for future research.

Keywords: Autonomous Learning, EFL Students, Social Constructivism, TikTok,
Vocabulary.

more autonomous, self-regulated, and digital

In the digital age, social media has become
an integral part of daily life, influencing not only
communication and entertainment but also
education. The increasing integration of digital
platforms into learning environments has
transformed the dynamics of language education,
particularly in how learners acquire and engage
with new vocabulary. Among the various
platforms, TikTok has emerged as a notable tool
that, while originally designed for entertainment,
now presents untapped potential for educational
purposes. The rise of short-form video content
encourages quick, engaging, and repeated
exposure to language elements, particularly
vocabulary, in authentic and contextualized
settings.

The global disruption caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic further catalyzed the shift
from traditional, classroom-based instruction to

learning modes. This shift has challenged both
educators and students to reconceptualize how
learning takes place in virtual and informal
environments (Shi et al., 2018; Mystakidis et al.,
2021). Consequently, language educators have
increasingly turned to innovative tools that align
with learners' digital habits and preferences—
among them, TikTok stands out due to its
widespread usage among Yyouth and its
affordances for creative expression and
multimodal communication.

Traditional vocabulary instruction often
involves lists, flashcards, and rote memorization,
which, although effective for certain learners,
may lack contextual richness and fail to sustain
engagement (Wei, 2023). In contrast, research
into informal and mobile-assisted language
learning (MALL) environments shows that
learners benefit from repeated, meaningful, and
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multimodal exposure to vocabulary in
context (Godwin-Jones, 2018; Schmidt &
Schmidt, 2020).

Autonomous learning, defined as
the learner's ability to take charge of their
own learning process (Wahyuni et al.,
2019), becomes particularly relevant in
digital settings where formal teacher
presence is minimal or absent. According
to John-Steiner and Mahn (2020)
Sociocultural Theory, learning is a
socially mediated process, and tools like
TikTok, which facilitate interaction and
collaborative ~ meaning-making, can
enhance learners' language development
by situating vocabulary in culturally and
socially relevant contexts.

While  several studies have
explored the role of social media such as
Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube in
language learning (Zulkifli et al., 2022;
Rohmawati et al., 2019), limited
scholarly attention has been given
specifically to TikTok as a platform for
autonomous vocabulary learning.

Despite the growing use of TikTok
among language learners, educators and
researchers continue to face several
critical challenges that highlight the
complex nature of integrating informal
digital  platforms  into  structured
educational objectives. One of the
primary concerns is how a platform
originally designed for entertainment can
be effectively repurposed to achieve
specific pedagogical goals, such as
vocabulary acquisition. TikTok’s short-
form, algorithm-driven  content is
intended to capture attention rather than
support systematic learning, raising
questions about its compatibility with
educational frameworks.

Another key issue is the extent to
which learners are able—or unable—to
employ strategies that transform passive,
casual viewing into purposeful and
effective learning experiences. While
some learners may intuitively engage
with content in ways that enhance
vocabulary development, others may lack

the metacognitive skills needed to extract
linguistic input from an entertainment-
driven platform. This highlights a gap in
learner training and support, particularly
in fostering the skills necessary for self-
directed learning in digital spaces.

Furthermore, supporting learner
autonomy in an informal, non-traditional
learning environment like TikTok poses
additional challenges. The platform’s
content is algorithmically  curated,
offering little structure or guidance,
which can make it difficult for learners to
set goals, monitor progress, and maintain
motivation.  This  tension—between
informal  digital engagement and
intentional, outcome-oriented learning—
represents a significant area of concern
for educators seeking to bridge the gap
between popular digital culture and
effective language education. As such,
there is a pressing need for research and
pedagogical models that explore how
platforms like  TikTok can be
meaningfully integrated into autonomous
vocabulary learning without
compromising educational rigor.

Although previous research has
acknowledged the educational
affordances of social media in general,
there remains a gap in the literature
concerning TikTok's specific impact on
learner  autonomy in  vocabulary
acquisition. Most existing studies are
exploratory or anecdotal in nature and do
not provide a comprehensive theoretical
framework that bridges psychological,
linguistic, and technological dimensions
of autonomous learning in TikTok
environments.

Furthermore, studies that
investigate learner strategy use, platform
design  features, and pedagogical
implications in tandem are still lacking.
There is also a need for a
multidisciplinary approach that goes
beyond traditional instructional models
and considers sociocultural, cognitive,
and media perspectives.
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This paper aims to develop a
conceptual framework that integrates key
theories from autonomous learning,
vocabulary acquisition, and digital media
studies to explain how TikTok can be
leveraged as an effective platform for
autonomous vocabulary learning among
English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
learners. Specifically, the study pursues
three main objectives. First, it seeks to
identify and synthesize the theoretical
foundations that support vocabulary
learning in informal, digital
environments—drawing  from  both
psychological and linguistic perspectives
to highlight how autonomy and
contextual engagement influence
language acquisition. Second, it proposes
a pedagogical model that outlines the
process by which learners can transform
their use of TikTok from a purely
entertainment-driven activity into an
intentional, self-directed learning tool.
This includes mapping the cognitive and
behavioral steps learners can take to
extract and retain vocabulary knowledge
from TikTok content.

Third, the paper aims to provide
practical implications for educators,
learners, and content creators, offering
strategies and guidelines to optimize the
use of TikTok for vocabulary learning.
These may include content design
principles, learner training techniques,
and ways to scaffold autonomy in
informal learning environments. By
addressing these objectives, the study
contributes  both  theoretically and
practically to the evolving field of
Technology-Enhanced Language
Learning (TELL), with a particular focus
on the integration of social media
platforms and the promotion of learner
autonomy in 21st-century language
education.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Autonomous Language Learning

Autonomous language learning
refers to a learner’s ability to take charge
of their own learning journey, including
setting goals, choosing materials, and
evaluating outcomes (Fitriyah & Jannah,
2021; Jaya et al., 2025; Lesiana et al.,
2023). This approach fosters a sense of
ownership and responsibility, enabling
learners to tailor their learning
experiences to personal needs and
preferences. In the context of language
learning, autonomy promotes lifelong
learning by helping learners develop
strategies to overcome challenges, sustain
motivation, and reflect critically on their
progress. The development of autonomy
is especially important in informal and
digital contexts where structured teacher
guidance may be limited or absent.

In digital environments like TikTok,
autonomous learning manifests when
learners make intentional decisions to
follow certain content creators, search for
language-related hashtags (e.g.,
#LearnEnglish), and use app features
(e.g., saving or dueting videos) to revisit
and practice vocabulary. These behaviors
reflect self-directed engagement, where
learners use the platform not merely for
entertainment, but as a tool for language
development. The algorithmic nature of
TikTok, which adapts to user interests,
further reinforces autonomy by providing
increasingly personalized language input
based on the learner’s activity, thus
enabling continuous and self-regulated
exposure to the target language.

2.2 Vocabulary Acquisition

Vocabulary acquisition plays a
crucial role in language proficiency as it
directly affects learners’ ability to
comprehend and produce language
effectively.  Schmitt (2020) divides
vocabulary learning strategies into two
main categories: discovery strategies,
which involve learning new words
through guessing from context, using
dictionaries, or asking others; and
consolidation strategies, which focus on
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reinforcing previously learned
vocabulary through repetition, use in
communication, and association with
prior knowledge. Effective vocabulary
learning requires not only initial exposure
but also repeated engagement in varied
contexts to solidify understanding and
enable long-term retention (Rama et al.,
2023; Nation, 2022; Olsson & Thena,
2023).

TikTok naturally supports both
discovery and consolidation strategies
due to its multimodal and interactive
content. For instance, learners might
come across unfamiliar words while
watching English-speaking content and
deduce meanings from visual cues,
gestures, or subtitles—this represents a
discovery strategy. They can then apply
consolidation strategies by saving the
video, repeating it, using the word in the
comments, or mimicking the speaker.
The short, engaging format of TikTok
videos allows for multiple exposures to
the same vocabulary item across different
contexts, facilitating deeper processing
and retention. This dynamic interaction
between exposure and usage positions
TikTok as a potentially powerful
platform  for incidental vocabulary
learning.

2.3 Social Media and Language

Learning

Social media platforms have reshaped
the landscape of language learning by
offering informal, authentic environments
that foster exposure to real-world
language use. According to Arafah and
Hasyim (2019), social media provides
unique opportunities for learners to
engage in meaningful communication,
access diverse language input, and
develop intercultural competence. Unlike
traditional language instruction, which
often relies on curated materials, social
media exposes learners to idiomatic
expressions, slang, cultural nuances, and

various registers of language in real-time.
These elements are essential for
developing communicative competence
and navigating authentic interactions
(Byram, 2020; Savignon, 2018).

TikTok, in particular, stands out as a
highly —immersive  platform  where
learners can encounter language in
diverse, engaging, and contextualized
formats. Videos that feature storytelling,
comedy, commentary, or tutorials often
include  vocabulary  that  reflects
contemporary usage and cultural
relevance. Learners can follow creators
who specialize in English content or
language education, and engage in
comment threads to practice writing
skills. Moreover, they can respond to
content through likes, shares, or duets—
actions that encourage interaction and
reinforce  vocabulary through social
participation. These features demonstrate
how TikTok, despite being
entertainment-focused, can serve as an
effective tool for incidental language
learning when approached intentionally.

2.4 Theoretical Foundations

Vygotsky’s  Sociocultural Theory
posits that learning is fundamentally a
social process, mediated by interaction
with others and cultural tools (Vygotsky,
1998). Language development occurs
within  the  Zone of  Proximal
Development (ZPD), where learners
build on their current skills with the
support of more knowledgeable peers. On
TikTok, such scaffolding is evident when
learners engage with content from fluent
speakers, participate in challenges, or
receive feedback in the comments. These
interactions not only support vocabulary
learning but also foster deeper cognitive
engagement as learners  negotiate
meaning, imitate usage, and reflect on
linguistic forms within a social context.

Benson’s Theory of Autonomy (2011)
complements this by emphasizing the
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role of the learner as an active agent in
digitally mediated learning environments.
In platforms like TikTok, learners must
navigate vast amounts of content, decide
which creators to follow, and determine
how best to use the information for their
learning goals. This requires critical
thinking,  goal-setting, and  self-
monitoring—core components of learner
autonomy. As learners become more
confident in curating their own learning
pathways, they take greater ownership of
their language development, transforming
passive media consumption into an
intentional, strategic learning process.

Schdmitt’s Taxonomy of Vocabulary
Learning Strategies (2020) provides a
cognitive map for how learners engage
with new words. This framework helps
explain how TikTok’s video content can
support both initial vocabulary discovery
and long-term  consolidation.  For
example, watching a series of videos that
repeatedly use the word “awkward” in
humorous contexts helps solidify its
meaning and connotation. If learners then
begin to use the word in their own
comments or video responses, they
reinforce it through productive use. Thus,
Schmitt’s taxonomy bridges the cognitive
processes of learning vocabulary with the
practical opportunities available on
TikTok, making it a useful framework for
analyzing language acquisition on digital
platforms.

3. METHODOLOGY

This paper adopts a conceptual
research method, aiming to develop a
theoretical model rather than test a
hypothesis empirically. The conceptual
framework is constructed by synthesizing
key theories from educational psychology,
second language acquisition, and media
studies. It is designed to explain how
TikTok's technological affordances can
support autonomous vocabulary learning in

EFL  contexts.  Four interconnected

components guide this framework:

1) Media (platform affordances and
features).

2) Theory (learning mechanisms).

3) Process (learner engagement and
strategy use).

4) Outcome (vocabulary acquisition and
learner autonomy).

4. RESULT AND DISCUSSION
4.1 Reframing Vocabulary Learning in the
Digital Age

The paradigm of vocabulary learning
in English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
contexts has gradually shifted from
traditional methods to more dynamic,
learner-centered, and meaningful approaches.
Conventional techniques such as memorizing
long word lists and completing textbook
exercises are still prevalent in  many
classrooms (lbrahim et al., 2023). However,
their efficacy is increasingly questioned due
to their repetitive nature, which can lower
student motivation and hinder long-term
vocabulary retention. Rooted in behaviorist
principles, these methods often isolate words
from their semantic and pragmatic contexts,
making it difficult for learners to transfer
knowledge into communicative competences
(Afisi, 2020).

A study by Olsson and Thena (2023)
found that learners who wused online
resources  for  vocabulary  acquisition
outperformed those who relied solely on
conventional methods. This suggests that
digital tools can offer a more engaging and
effective learning experience. As digital
technology continues to evolve, social media
platforms such as TikTok are playing an
increasingly important role in language
education. These platforms provide access to
short videos anytime and anywhere, exposing
students to new vocabulary in authentic and
contextually rich situations (Alghameeti,
2022).

This shift reflects a broader transition
from structured, formal instruction to
informal, interest-driven language exposure.
Learners not only engage in intentional
learning such as searching for vocabulary
tutorials but also benefit from incidental
learning as they encounter new words while
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watching entertainment content. This type of
organic exposure mirrors first language
acquisition, where vocabulary is learned
through immersion rather than explicit
instruction (Tuyen & Huyen, 2019). Alshreef
and Khadawardi (2023) reported that
students held positive attitudes toward using
TikTok for English vocabulary learning,
highlighting the platform’s role in enhancing
lexical development while providing an
enjoyable learning experience.

Multiple studies converge on the
finding that platforms like TikTok enhance
vocabulary acquisition while boosting learner
enjoyment and autonomy. Zainal et al. (2020)
found that social media enables learners to
observe language used in authentic and
interactive ways, which makes vocabulary
learning more meaningful. This aligns with
findings by Fitriani and Masykuroh (2023),
who reported that EFL learners used TikTok
to autonomously expand their vocabulary
outside  formal  classroom  settings.
Respondents also noted that TikTok made
vocabulary acquisition both easier and more
enjoyable.

These  findings  underscore  the
importance of integrating social media into
vocabulary learning strategies that are
contextual and relevant to students' everyday
lives. By combining educational content with
entertainment, TikTok supports an impactful
learning process (Rita & Subekti, 2023). One
of the platform’s greatest strengths lies in its
exposure to authentic language use. Creators
from diverse backgrounds use English both
as native and non-native speakers offering
learners rich linguistic input. This content
often includes idioms, slang, and culturally
embedded expressions that are rarely found
in textbooks (Marzuki & Mustapha, 2023).
Such exposure makes the language feel alive
and applicable to real-life situations. Hussein
and Khalaf (2023) emphasized that engaging
with social media content enhances
vocabulary acquisition and boosts learners’
confidence in using new words.

4.2 TikTok as a Platform for Autonomous
Language Learning

TikTok possesses inherent features
that support independent English learning,
making it a powerful tool for self-directed
study. The short-video format, personalized

algorithm, flexible access, and high user
engagement together create an optimal
learning environment for EFL learners (Tan
et al.,, 2022). The microlearning approach
engaging with brief, focused content
minimizes cognitive overload and aligns with
contemporary attention spans (Hu & Du,
2022). This approach is particularly effective
for vocabulary acquisition, as learners can
focus on specific elements such as
pronunciation or word usage within a short
timeframe.

According to Susanto (2024), EFL
students use TikTok to develop various
language skills beyond vocabulary, including
grammar, pronunciation, listening, speaking,
reading, and writing. The real-life contexts in
TikTok videos help learners understand and
apply language in  practical  ways.
Furthermore, the platform’s accessibility
allows learners to engage with content
anytime and anywhere, supporting learner
autonomy (Laili et al., 2023). Hadijah et al.
(2023) found that Indonesian EFL students
felt more motivated to learn English on
TikTok because they could select content
based on their interests and study at their
own pace.

One of TikTok's most impactful
features is its algorithm, which curates
personalized content based on user behavior.
This promotes a serendipitous learning
environment, where learners discover helpful
language tips—even when not actively
seeking them (Felaco, 2025). For instance, a
learner may encounter a grammar
explanation or vocabulary lesson while
watching videos for leisure, reinforcing both
intentional and incidental learning.

Beyond vocabulary, TikTok also
enhances speaking skills. Hongsa et al. (2023)
showed that many learners found the
platform creative and enjoyable for
improving oral proficiency. Interactive
features such as duets, comment sections,
and challenges further encourage active
participation. These affordances turn passive
viewers into active contributors, fostering
collaborative learning. For example, learners
might ask questions in the comments and
receive helpful responses from peers—
creating opportunities for peer scaffolding, a
concept grounded in Vygotsky’s theory of
social interaction (Fiallos Ordofiez, 2021).
Farisca Adhani et al. (2023) also reported
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increased learner confidence in speaking
after regular TikTok use.

4.3 Learner Motivation and Engagement
through Informal Learning

On TikTok, the boundary between
education and entertainment blurs into an
engaging learning experience often termed
"edutainment.” This model drives motivation
by wrapping educational content in humor,
storytelling, and music (Zein, 2024). Here,
knowledge is presented not as dry textbook
material, but as accessible and engaging
content. Motivation arises intrinsically, not
from external pressures but from curiosity
sparked by creative content creators.

This engagement supports Vygotsky’s
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD),
where learning is optimized when cognitive
and emotional readiness are high (Liu, 2023).
Additionally, Benson's concept of learner
autonomy is evident, as learners feel free to
experiment without fear of failure or
assessment. This lowers the “affective
filter”—a psychological barrier that hinders
learning under stress or anxiety. Siraji (2025)
confirmed that TikTok fosters a relaxed
atmosphere conducive to learning.

Humor, storytelling, and creativity are
central to TikTok’s educational potential.
Many creators produce short stories or skits
embedding  vocabulary in  authentic
contexts—such as restaurant conversations or
study tips in song form. This narrative-based
instruction aids memory retention more
effectively than rote memorization (Zulfia &
Andini, 2023). TikTok also exposes students
to natural usage of idioms, slang, and
informal expressions, helping them grasp
nuances that textbooks may overlook.

By merging edutainment, creativity,
and interactive participation, TikTok offers
an informal vyet effective space for
independent vocabulary learning. It boosts
learner motivation, engagement, and long-
term retention.

4.4 The Proposed Conceptual Framework

Understanding TikTok’s effectiveness
as a language learning tool requires
grounding in established learning theories.
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory posits that

learning is a socially mediated, active process.

Knowledge is constructed through interaction
using cultural tools—today, including digital
technologies.

Learning occurs most effectively
within the learner’s Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD), where they can grasp
new concepts with guidance from a More
Knowledgeable Other (MKO). On TikTok,
the MKO could be a teacher, peer, or even a
content creator. The platform’s features—
such as captions, pausing, duets, and stitched
replies—act as digital scaffolds that support
learners in bridging the gap between their
current competence and learning goals (Zuo
et al., 2023; Mulyanah et al., 2024).

Discussion

The rapid development of digital
platforms such as TikTok presents significant
implications for the world of language
education. The conceptual framework
proposed in this study shows that TikTok is
no longer merely viewed as an entertainment
medium, but can be positioned as an
effective learning tool. This paradigm shift is
supported by the findings of Laili et al. (2023)
which show a change in perception that
recognizes social media as an educational
medium. This reflects Vygotsky's principle
of social constructivism, where informal
learning environments such as TikTok are
recognized as valid 'social spaces' for the
construction of knowledge. Furthermore, the
increase in student self-confidence and
motivation found by Ajmal et al. (2021) is a
reflection of the development of learner
autonomy (Benson, 2011), where students
feel they have control and flexibility owver
their learning process. Furthermore, this
framework highlights new opportunities,
where the platform's short videos can expose
learners to authentic English, slang, and
everyday expressions that are often absent
from (Eti & Rosalinah, 2024). This
opportunity allows learners to apply
discovery strategies (Schmitt, 2020) to real-
world relevant material. This active
engagement is further evidenced by specific
learner behaviors noted in emerging research,
such as taking notes, capturing screenshots of
key information, or bookmarking content for
later review, which function as concrete
consolidation strategies (Andriana et al.,
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2025). As Zein (2024) notes, when learning
feels more enthusiastic because of its
entertaining  format, engagement and
exposure to the target language also increase
significantly, creating ideal conditions for
vocabulary acquisition.  However, the
implementation of TikTok in learning is not
free from fundamental challenges. A primary
challenge pertains to the quality and
reliability of user-generated content. Findings
by Hu & Du (2022b) highlighting the
prevalence of content with linguistic
inaccuracies, such as incorrect pronunciation,
confirm that not all materials on this platform
have pedagogical validity. This challenge has
direct implications for the risk of shallow
learning. According to research by Zam Zam
(2019), if there is no guidance, students tend
to only achieve passive understanding. This
means that they may understand the meaning
of a word when reading or hearing it
(receptive acquisition), but do not learn how
to use it themselves in conversation or
writing (productive acquisition). Therefore,
critical guidance from educators becomes
indispensable to bridge this gap.

5. CONCLUSIONS

This  study  concludes  that
vocabulary learning in the digital era has
shifted toward more autonomous,
contextual, and  technology-driven
approaches. The use of TikTok as a
learning medium proves effective in
enhancing English vocabulary acquisition
through authentic, interactive, and
engaging content. The implications
highlight the need for integrating digital
media into  language instruction,
reinforcing theories of social and
constructivist learning, and encouraging
educational technology developers to
create relevant learning materials. Future
research is recommended to explore the
use of TikTok across broader learner
groups and contexts, compare its
effectiveness with other platforms,
conduct longitudinal studies, examine the
impact of student-generated content, and
address challenges such as content
accuracy and potential distraction.
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