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Abstract

Eye tracking — in a nutshell, the online registration of a person’s eye movements as they engage in
a given task — is a very attractive methodology for language researchers, as it provides granular and
precise data about moment-by-moment processing, allowing to examine not only where a participant
is looking and for how long, but also how eye movements combine into broader spatiotemporal
patterns of processing (Godfroid, 2020).

Audiovisual translation (AVT) is a discipline intrinsically linked to technology since its early days
(Bywood, 2020), so it is perhaps unsurprising that psycholinguistic investigations of audiovisual
reception eventually started to exploit this methodology. In line with both the so-called ‘cognitive turn’
(Chaume, 2018) and more recently the ‘experimental turn’ (Greco et al., 2023) in AVT, a particularly
fruitful application of eye tracking is the investigation of how language learners process and learn
foreign languages using audiovisuals. Throughout the last few decades, we have witnessed a steep
increase in the publication of eye-tracking studies using audiovisual materials in Foreign Language
learning (FFL) and Second Language Acquisition (SLA).

In SLA, eye tracking has been employed to study “written, spoken, and multimodal (audiovisual)
language use” (Godfroid and Hui, 2020: 278). For example, examining eye movements during the
processing of subtitled materials can provide useful data not only about how multimodal reading
differs from reading traditional printed text, but also about how viewers “integrate information across
different channels and how parallel/serial processing come into play as they deal with a complex
stimulus array” (Schotter and Rayner, 2012: 98). In principle, eye tracking can be used to investigate
not only the processing and comprehension of audiovisually transmitted messages, but also
language production processes when engaging in active AVT tasks such as subtitling, dubbing or
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audio description. In practice, however, subtitle reception has received by far the most attention to
date.

In this lecture, | will introduce eye-tracking technology and its development and examine a few
practical applications in the context of AVT, focusing — primarily though not exclusively — on subtitling
and its application in foreign language learning. The key advantages of this methodology will be
discussed, together with some of the practical challenges involved in its implementation and use,
which tend to be usually overlooked, at least in the published literature to date. | will describe eye-
tracking hardware and software, outline some relevant principles and assumptions (e.g., the eye-
mind hypothesis) and introduce the main eye movements. | will then present some representative
AVT studies that used eye tracking, whose design, methodology and results will be discussed.

Despite its specific challenges, if used appropriately eye tracking remains a very powerful tool to
investigate the cognitive processes that underscore subtitle processing and language learning. The
aim of this lecture is therefore to introduce this popular methodology to language teachers,
researchers, and anyone interested in cognitive investigations of AVT and language learning. No
prior knowledge of eye tracking is required.
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