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Abstract: The development of digital technology has significantly impacted 

English language education, with students increasingly turning to Informal 

Digital Learning of English (IDLE) through platforms such as YouTube, 

TikTok, and mobile applications. This study aimed to investigate EFL 

students' IDLE practices and examine IDLE's role in enhancing their language 

skills and digital literacy in higher education. Employing a mixed-methods 

approach with a descriptive design, this study involved 43 undergraduate 

students from an English Language Education program at UIN Walisongo 

Semarang, Indonesia, selected through purposive sampling. Data were 

collected via an online questionnaire comprising 17 Likert-scale items and 3 

open-ended questions, and analyzed using descriptive statistics and thematic 

analysis. The findings showed that students were highly engaged in IDLE, 

particularly through bite-sized content on social media and YouTube. 

Moreover, IDLE significantly contributed to students' language skills, 

including vocabulary, listening, and speaking, as well as digital literacy skills 

such as confidence in navigating digital platforms and evaluating online 

information. This study highlighted IDLE as a meaningful bridge between 

informal and formal learning, fostering independent and digitally competent 

EFL learners. 

 
Keywords: digital literacy, EFL students, higher education, informal digital 

learning of English (IDLE), language skills  

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

The rapid development of digital technologies has significantly transformed 

how students access and engage with English language learning. Learning is no 

longer confined to formal classroom settings, as students increasingly utilize digital 

platforms such as YouTube, TikTok, and mobile applications to support their 

learning. This phenomenon is widely recognized as Informal Digital Learning of 

mailto:aqutilummirohimah@gmail.com1
mailto:sitimariam@walisongo.ac.id2
mailto:lulut.widyaningrum@walisongo.ac.id3


Yaqutil Ummi Rohimah, Siti Mariam, Lulut Widyaningrum  

 

2 
 

English (IDLE), which refers to autonomous and technology-mediated English 

learning that occurs outside formal instruction (Li, 2025). IDLE emphasizes learner 

autonomy and flexibility, enabling students to engage with authentic language input 

in meaningful and self-directed ways. 

Recent studies highlight that IDLE plays an important role in enhancing 

language learning outcomes. It has been found to contribute positively to 

vocabulary acquisition, speaking proficiency, motivation, confidence, and 

willingness to communicate (Li, 2025; Lee, 2019a; Lee & Drajati, 2019). IDLE 

activities include both receptive and productive practices, such as watching videos, 

listening to podcasts, participating in online discussions, playing online games, and 

creating digital content (Reinders & Benson, 2017). These activities allow learners 

to interact with language in authentic contexts, thereby supporting more meaningful 

language development while also fostering critical thinking, communication, and 

creativity (Hafner et al., 2015). 

In addition to language skills, IDLE is closely related to the development of 

digital literacy, which is increasingly recognized as a crucial competence for second 

language learners in the digital era (Grabe & Yamashita, 2022). Digital literacy 

refers to the ability to access, evaluate, create, and communicate information 

effectively in digital environments (Ng, 2012; Eshet-Alkalai, 2012). The integration 

of digital tools and social platforms into language learning has been widely 

acknowledged for its pedagogical value (Tour, 2020; Jerasa & Boffone, 2021). 

Through IDLE, students engage in activities such as searching for information, 

evaluating online content, interacting through social networks, and producing 

digital content, all of which align with established frameworks of digital literacy 

(Ilomäki et al., 2014; Pangrazio, 2016). 

Importantly, digital literacy not only supports IDLE but also determines its 

effectiveness. Studies show that students with higher levels of digital literacy tend 

to benefit more from IDLE and achieve better language learning outcomes (Rezai 

et al., 2024; Li, 2025). Similarly, students’ digital competence has been found to 

directly influence their engagement in digital informal learning (He & Zhu, 2017). 

In this sense, digital literacy functions both as a prerequisite for and as an outcome 
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of IDLE engagement. Furthermore, interaction with digital environments, 

particularly social media, contributes to broader aspects of digital literacy, 

including social, ethical, and communicative competencies (Livingstone, 2014). 

Despite these benefits, challenges remain in maximizing the potential of 

IDLE. Although students generally demonstrate positive attitudes toward digital 

learning (He & Wray, 2016), they often do not fully utilize their digital literacy 

skills in learning contexts (Li, 2025). Moreover, students require structured 

guidance to effectively navigate digital learning environments and access high-

quality resources (Gonen & Kizilay, 2023). Additionally, most existing studies on 

IDLE have primarily focused on linguistic outcomes or affective factors such as 

motivation and self-confidence (Lee, 2019b; Zadorozhnyy & Lee, 2025), while 

relatively limited attention has been given to its role in simultaneously developing 

language skills and digital literacy, particularly in higher education contexts. 

Therefore, empirical research that examines the dual contribution of IDLE to 

both language skills and digital literacy among EFL university students remains 

necessary. Most prior studies have been conducted in secondary school or informal 

community settings (Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2016), leaving a gap in understanding its 

impact in higher education, where students are expected to master both linguistic 

and digital competencies. This study aims to address this gap by investigating how 

EFL students engage in IDLE practices and how these practices contribute to their 

language skills and digital literacy development. 

This study argues that IDLE is not merely a supplement to formal instruction 

but serves as an authentic and meaningful pathway for developing both language 

skills and digital literacy. Through independent engagement with various digital 

resources, students develop essential competencies such as vocabulary, listening, 

and speaking skills (Harmer, 2007), as well as the ability to navigate online 

information, evaluate digital content, and produce multimodal artifacts. These 

competencies are essential for academic success and digital citizenship in higher 

education (Lee & Drajati, 2019; Sockett, 2014; Hafner et al., 2015). 
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METHODS  

This study employed a mixed methods design, combining quantitative 

descriptive and qualitative approaches, to investigate university students' 

engagement in Informal Digital Learning of English (IDLE) and its contribution to 

their language skills and digital literacy development. The research was conducted 

in a higher education context involving forty-three (43) undergraduate students 

enrolled in an English Language Education program at a UIN Walisongo Semarang. 

These students were English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners who frequently 

engaged with various digital platforms such as YouTube, TikTok, Duolingo, 

Instagram, online articles, blogs, and digital communities to learn English 

informally outside the classroom. IDLE had been shown to provide learners with 

opportunities to extend their English learning beyond formal classroom settings 

through self-directed, technology-mediated activities (Lee & Drajati, 2019). Given 

that students increasingly integrate digital media into their daily routines, this 

context was considered relevant for examining how IDLE facilitates the 

development of language skills and digital literacy. 

The participants were selected through purposive sampling based on two 

criteria: they were active students in an English-related program, and they had prior 

experience using digital platforms for informal English learning. Data were 

collected using an online questionnaire distributed via Google Forms. The 

questionnaire was self-developed by the researcher based on theoretical 

frameworks of IDLE proposed by Sockett (2014), language skills proposed by 

Harmer (2007), and digital literacy proposed by Belshaw (2016), which served as 

the foundational indicators for item construction. The questionnaire consisted of 

Likert-scale items measuring the frequency and nature of students' IDLE 

engagement, along with three open-ended questions designed to capture detailed 

perceptions of how IDLE contributed to their language skills and digital literacy. 

Several example items from the Likert-scale section included statements such as: "I 

watched English-language videos (e.g., YouTube) to improve my English skills," "I 

used language learning applications such as Duolingo to learn English informally," 

and "I used subtitles (closed captions) to support my understanding of English 
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videos." These items represented key aspects of IDLE behavior, such as engaging 

with English media, using language applications, and employing digital tools to aid 

comprehension. The open-ended items encouraged participants to describe how 

IDLE supported their language skills and digital literacy development and to 

explain the types of digital English content they engaged with and why. 

To ensure the quality of the instrument, validity and reliability tests were 

conducted prior to the main data collection. Validity was assessed using Pearson 

Product-Moment Correlation, with each item correlated against the total score. 

With N = 43 and a significance level of 5%, the r-table value was 0.301. All 17 

questionnaire items yielded r-values ranging from 0.412 to 0.886, all exceeding the 

r-table threshold and reaching statistical significance (p < 0.05), indicating that all 

items were valid. Reliability was subsequently evaluated using Cronbach's Alpha, 

which produced a coefficient of 0.930, as stated in Table 1. 

Table 1. Reliability Statistic 

Cronbach’s Alpha N of items 

.930 17 

 

This value substantially exceeds the minimum acceptable threshold of 0.70 

(Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994), confirming that the instrument demonstrated 

excellent internal consistency and was reliable for use in the study. 

The quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistical techniques, 

including frequencies, percentages, and mean scores, to identify general patterns in 

students' IDLE engagement and their perceived development of language skills and 

digital literacy. Mean scores were interpreted using a five-category scale: 1.00–1.79 

(very low), 1.80–2.59 (low), 2.60–3.39 (moderate), 3.40–4.19 (high), and 4.20–5.00 

(very high), enabling a systematic classification of students' IDLE engagement 

levels, language skills, and digital literacy perceptions. Prior to analysis, descriptive 

statistics, including minimum, maximum, mean, and standard deviation, were 

computed for each item to ensure an accurate representation of the data distribution. 

Meanwhile, the qualitative responses were examined using thematic analysis 

following the six-phase framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006), which 

involved familiarizing with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, 
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reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report. This 

systematic approach ensured that recurring patterns and meaningful categories in 

students' IDLE experiences were identified and interpreted consistently. Integrating 

both quantitative and qualitative findings allowed the study to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of how informal digital learning contributed to 

students' language skills and digital literacy development within the EFL higher 

education context. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

This section presents the findings of the study based on three research 

questions, integrating quantitative descriptive statistics and qualitative thematic 

analysis to provide a comprehensive understanding of EFL students' engagement in 

Informal Digital Learning of English (IDLE) and its contribution to their language 

skills and digital literacy. 

EFL Students' Engagement in IDLE Practices  

The quantitative results revealed that EFL students demonstrated generally 

high engagement in IDLE activities across various digital platforms. As shown in 

Table 2, watching short English-language content on social media such as TikTok 

and Instagram Reels obtained the highest mean score (M = 4.35, SD = 0.69), 

categorized as very high engagement. This was followed by watching English 

videos on YouTube or vlogs (M = 3.88, SD = 0.93), using language learning 

applications such as Duolingo and U-Dictionary (M = 3.63, SD = 0.93), and reading 

English articles, blogs, or forums (M = 3.37, SD = 1.05), both categorized as high 

engagement. Joining online English communities obtained the lowest mean score 

(M = 2.77, SD = 1.09), indicating moderate engagement.  
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Table 2. Result of Students' Engagement in IDLE Activities 

IDLE Activity N Mean SD Category 

Watching short English 

content (TikTok/IG Reels) 

43 4.35 0.69 Very High 

Watching English videos 

(YouTube/Vlogs) 

43 3.88 0.93 High 

Using language learning 

applications 

43 3.63 0.93 High 

Reading English 

articles/blogs/forums 

43 3.37 1.05 Moderate 

Joining online English 

communities 

43 2.77 1.09 Moderate 

 

To further understand how and why students engaged in IDLE, qualitative 

data were analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke's (2006) 

six-phase framework. The analysis of open-ended responses produced four 

overarching themes as presented in Table 3. 

Table 3. Themes Identified from Thematic Analysis of Open-Ended Responses 

Theme Sub- theme Representative Quote 

Theme 1: Flexibility and 

Accessibility 

Learning anytime 

and anywhere 

"We can learn English with the 

flexibility of place and time." 

Self-directed and 

personalized 

learning 

"Bisa belajar mandiri sesuai dengan 

gaya belajar saya" 

Theme 2: Language 

Skills Development 

Vocabulary and 

pronunciation 

improvement 

"Membantu mengenal lebih banyak 

kosa kata, cara pengucapan" 

Authentic 

language 

exposure 

"Sharpens my ability to understand 

nuances of language, slang, and 

cultural context." 

Theme 3: Digital 

Literacy Development 

Finding and 

evaluating 

information 

"Lebih mahir mencari sumber yang 

relevan dan memahami fitur-fitur 

digital baru" 

Familiarity with 

digital platforms 

"I become more familiar with online 

learning apps, video platforms, and 

social media in English." 

Theme 4: Challenges of 

IDLE 

Lack of feedback 

and consistency 

"Kurang efektif karena gabisa dapat 

feedback, tidak konsisten" 

Device and 

internet 

limitations 

"Tantangan seperti gangguan fokus 

dan keterbatasan perangkat" 

 

The qualitative findings related to research question 1 were captured under 

Theme 1 (Flexibility and Accessibility). The most frequently mentioned platforms 

were Duolingo (n=16), YouTube (n=10), Instagram (n=8), TikTok (n=6), and 
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Grammarly (n=4). Students consistently highlighted flexibility and accessibility as 

primary motivations for their IDLE engagement. One participant stated that IDLE 

allowed them to "learn while doing other activities," while another noted that they 

could "learn independently according to their own learning style." These responses 

indicate that students not only engaged in IDLE for language purposes but also 

because it aligned with their autonomous and self-directed learning preferences.  

These findings are consistent with Sockett (2014) and Lee (2019a), who 

argued that informal digital platforms provide authentic and flexible language input 

that integrates naturally into students' daily routines. The strong preference for 

short-form visual content over reading-based activities and community 

participation suggests that contemporary EFL learners gravitate toward low-effort, 

high-enjoyment IDLE modes. Critically, however, the relatively low engagement 

in joining online communities (M = 2.77) is concerning, as interactive and 

productive IDLE has been shown to yield stronger language development outcomes 

than passive receptive engagement alone (Reinders & Benson, 2017). This finding 

implies that while students are enthusiastic consumers of digital English content, 

they remain largely passive in their IDLE practices, which may limit the depth of 

learning outcomes they can achieve. 

IDLE's Contribution to EFL Students' Language Skills 

The quantitative results indicated that IDLE positively contributed to 

students' perceived language skills development. As presented in Table 4, 

vocabulary improvement obtained the highest mean score (M = 3.86, SD = 0.74), 

followed by listening skills (M = 3.81, SD = 0.73) and speaking skills (M = 3.79, 

SD = 0.77). All three items were categorized as high, suggesting that students 

perceived IDLE as an effective informal pathway for developing both receptive and 

productive language skills. 
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Table 4.  Result of IDLE's Contribution to Language Skills Development 

Language Skills 

Aspect 

N Mean SD Category 

Vocabulary 

improvement 

43 3.86 0.74 
High 

 Listening skills 43 3.81 0.73 High 

Speaking skills 43 3.79 0.77 High 

 

The qualitative findings under Theme 2 (Language Skills Development) 

provided deeper insight into how IDLE supported language development. Students 

described encountering authentic, contextually rich language through their IDLE 

activities, which differed significantly from formal classroom input. One participant 

elaborated that IDLE source "sharpen my ability to understand the nuances of 

language, slang, and cultural context that are not always found in formal 

textbooks," while another noted that IDLE helped them recognize "more 

vocabulary, pronunciation, and how words are written." These responses suggest 

that IDLE served as a valuable supplement to formal instruction by exposing 

students to naturalistic and contemporary English use.  

These findings align with Lee and Drajati (2019), who established that IDLE 

engagement is positively associated with increased language exposure and 

motivation. The relatively similar mean scores across vocabulary, listening, and 

speaking suggest that IDLE contributed holistically to language development rather 

than targeting isolated skills. However, it is noteworthy that speaking skills obtained 

the lowest score among the three (M = 3.79), which may be attributed to the 

predominantly receptive nature of students' IDLE activities. Watching videos and 

using language applications provide rich input for vocabulary and listening 

development, but offer comparatively limited opportunities for oral production. 

This finding critically highlights a gap between receptive and productive IDLE 

engagement and suggests that students would benefit from more deliberate 

integration of productive IDLE activities, such as participating in English online 

discussions or creating English content to strengthen speaking skills (Sundqvist & 

Sylvén, 2016). 
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IDLE's Contribution to EFL Students' Digital Literacy 

The quantitative results demonstrated that IDLE also contributed positively 

to students' digital literacy development. As shown in Table 5, finding relevant 

information online (M = 3.84, SD = 0.87) and creating simple digital content (M = 

3.84, SD = 0.78) obtained the highest mean scores, followed by confidence in using 

digital platforms (M = 3.77, SD = 0.84) and evaluating online information (M = 

3.65, SD = 0.90). All items were categorized as high. 

Table 5. Result of IDLE's Contribution to Digital Literacy Development 

 

Digital Literacy Aspect N Mean SD Category 

Finding relevant 

information online 

43 3.84 0.87 
High 

Ability to create simple 

digital content 

43 3.84 0.78 
High 

 Confidence in using 

digital platforms 

43 3.77 0.84 
High 

Ability to evaluate online 

information 

43 3.65 0.90 
High 

 

The qualitative findings under Theme 3 (Digital Literacy Development) 

enriched the quantitative results by revealing specific ways in which IDLE 

enhanced students' digital competencies. Several participants described becoming 

more proficient in navigating digital platforms and locating relevant learning 

resources through their IDLE engagement. One participant noted that IDLE helped 

them become "more skilled in finding relevant sources of information and 

understanding new digital features," while another stated that IDLE enabled them 

to "select good and relevant learning content." These responses reflect the 

development of functional digital literacy skills through informal digital 

engagement.  

The lowest score for evaluating online information (M = 3.65) warrants 

critical attention. While students demonstrated high confidence in navigating 

platforms and creating content, their capacity for critical evaluation of online 

information remained comparatively lower. This pattern resonates with Ng (2012) 

and Pangrazio (2016), who argued that critical digital literacy, the ability to 

question, analyze, and evaluate digital content, represents the most complex 

dimension of digital literacy and the least likely to develop through informal 
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engagement alone. This finding suggests that while IDLE effectively develops 

functional and operational digital skills, intentional pedagogical intervention is 

necessary to cultivate higher-order critical thinking in digital environments 

(Belshaw, 2016).  

The qualitative data also revealed Theme 4 (Challenges of IDLE), which cut 

across all three research questions. Two sub-themes emerged: lack of feedback and 

consistency, and device and internet limitations. One participant explicitly stated 

that digital learning was less effective because "you cannot get feedback and it is 

not consistent," pointing to a fundamental limitation of informal learning 

environments. Another participant acknowledged challenges related to "focus 

disruptions and device limitations." These challenges align with Sundqvist and 

Sylvén (2016), who identified inequitable access to digital resources as a significant 

barrier to consistent IDLE engagement. Collectively, these challenges underscore 

the importance of institutional support, including reliable internet access, digital 

training, and pedagogical guidance to maximize the benefits of IDLE in higher 

education contexts. 

 Overall, the integrated quantitative and qualitative findings suggest that 

IDLE serves as a meaningful and multidimensional informal learning space that 

contributes positively to both language skills and digital literacy development 

among EFL students in higher education. While students demonstrated high levels 

of IDLE engagement and perceived positive outcomes across all measured 

dimensions, critical analysis reveals that the depth of learning, particularly in 

speaking skills and critical information evaluation, depends significantly on the 

quality and nature of their digital engagement. These findings collectively support 

the theoretical position of Sockett (2014) and Lee and Drajati (2019) that IDLE 

constitutes a valuable complement to formal English language instruction, while 

also calling for more intentional pedagogical strategies to bridge informal and 

formal learning environments. 
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CONCLUSION  

This study investigated the role of Informal Digital Learning of English 

(IDLE) in enhancing EFL students' language skills and digital literacy in higher 

education. The findings demonstrated that students were highly engaged in IDLE 

practices, particularly through short-form social media content and YouTube 

videos, reflecting the seamless integration of digital English learning into their daily 

routines. IDLE was found to contribute positively to students' language skills, 

including vocabulary, listening, and speaking as well as to key dimensions of digital 

literacy such as finding relevant information, creating digital content, and 

navigating digital platforms. Qualitative findings further revealed that flexibility, 

accessibility, and learner autonomy were central motivations driving students' 

IDLE engagement, while challenges such as limited feedback mechanisms and 

internet access constraints remained notable barriers. 

These findings carry important pedagogical implications. First, educators 

should consider intentionally incorporating IDLE-based tasks into formal 

instruction, such as assigning video-based reflections, digital content creation, or 

online English discussions, to bridge students' informal learning experiences with 

academic objectives. Second, greater emphasis should be placed on developing 

students' critical digital literacy, particularly their ability to evaluate online 

information, as this dimension showed comparatively lower development through 

informal engagement alone. Third, educational institutions should ensure equitable 

access to digital infrastructure to enable consistent and meaningful IDLE 

engagement across diverse student populations. 

For future research, it is recommended that longitudinal studies be conducted 

to examine the sustained impact of IDLE on language proficiency and digital 

literacy over time. Additionally, experimental or quasi-experimental designs could 

be employed to establish causal relationships between specific IDLE practices and 

measurable learning outcomes. Future studies might also explore the role of 

teachers in scaffolding productive IDLE engagement to maximize its educational 

benefits within formal EFL contexts. 
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