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Abstract
While diary methods have often been used in second language acquisition (SLA) research 
as pedagogical tools for second language (L2) learners, their potential as systematic data 
collection instruments has been explored less frequently. In this work, diary methods are ap-
plied to document 19 Italian university students’ informal exposure to English input over a 
12-month period. Online logs were used to track participants’ weekly exposure to a range of 
informal English input, such as audiovisual products, social networks, video games, music 
and live interactions. Findings reveal individual variation in both quantity and type of me-
dia engagement, with social networks, audiovisual content and music emerging as the most 
frequent sources of L2 input across the sample. These results provide detailed profiles of 
participants’ informal encounter with English and highlight the relevance of diary methods 
for documenting media-based exposure beyond the classroom.

1. Introduction

Diary methods are part of a research process in which selected informants 
provide recordings and reflections on their own actions, experiences and be-
haviours. The value of this method lies in its capacity to capture life as it is 
lived (Bolger et al. 2003), offering researchers naturalistic data collected in real 
time and in authentic contexts that are often difficult to access through other 
research methods, such as one-off surveys or external observations (Dörnyei 
2007; Bartlett, Milligan 2015). While diary methods have often been used in 
SLA research as pedagogical tools for L2 learners (Bailey 1990; Benson 2011; 
Oxford 2011) and as tools for reflective practice in teacher education (Jarvis 
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1992; Bailey 2006), their potential as systematic data collection instruments has 
been explored less frequently (Arndt, Rose 2023). 

In this paper, diary methods are applied to report on 19 Italian universi-
ty students’ informal exposure to English input over a 12-month period. This 
work contributes to the project of relevant national interest (PRIN) The in-
formalisation of English language learning through the media: Language in-
put, learning outcomes and sociolinguistic attitudes from an Italian perspective, 
which investigates the acquisitional and sociolinguistic impact of media-in-
duced, informal contact with English in Italy (Pavesi, 2024; Pavesi et al. 2025). 
As part of this project, a year-long longitudinal study was conducted at the 
University of Pavia (Italy), where online logs were used to track participants’ 
weekly exposure to several types of informal English input, including audiovis-
ual products, YouTube videos, video games, songs, blogs, forums, web pages, 
podcasts, social networks, reading and writing practices, online video calls and 
face-to-face interactions. 

The analysis of the average exposure times highlights new media exposure 
trends, suggesting a general tendency among participants to engage more with 
social networks, music and audiovisual content compared to other forms of 
media such as gaming or listening to podcasts and audiobooks in the L2. In 
addition, the comparisons among actual exposure times (raw numbers) across 
participants reveal a polarisation of distinct learner-user profiles. Very-high-ex-
posure users are characterised by multi-platform consumption, while medi-
um-exposure users exhibit selective media use. 

The paper is organised as follows: Section 2 introduces diary methods in 
applied linguistics focusing on their classroom-based and out-of-class applica-
tions; Section 3 outlines the study’s design, sampling procedures and partici-
pants, as well as the methods employed for data collection; Section 4 presents 
and discusses the findings; and Section 5 contextualises the results and consid-
ers their implications for future research. 

2. Diary methods in applied linguistics

Like most data collection methods, diary techniques include a wide range of 
designs that allow for the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data, 
either at a single point in time (cross-sectionally) or across multiple time points 
(longitudinally) (Hektner et al. 2011). 
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According to Alaszewski (2006, 4), diary methods differ from other research 
techniques in that a diary is a private document, compiled by an identifiable par-
ticipant who retains control over its content and access during completion; it is 
contemporaneous, being recorded at or near the same time the events occur; and 
it is time-structured, providing detailed, chronologically organised information 
relevant to the researcher’s focus. When the purpose of the diary is to provide 
access to a more in-depth understanding of people’s experiences and behaviours, 
personal diaries and research journals can serve as a useful tool for developing 
realistic pictures and comprehensive descriptions of individuals’ everyday life 
(Rose 2020). On the contrary, logs or log-type diary formats are to be preferred 
if the aim of the researcher is to collect an accurate report of how many times a 
participant engages in a particular activity over a specified time period and when 
and/or for how long such activity occurs (Bartlett, Milligan 2015). 

Diary techniques have long been recognised as powerful data collection 
methods in L2 learning research, as they not only tap directly into learners’ 
everyday language practices and use but also shed light on how learners con-
struct and negotiate their identities and exercise agency in relation to their L2 
learning experiences (Bailey 1991; Oxford et al. 1996; Carson, Longhini 2002; 
Pavlenko 2007; Porto 2007; Murphy 2008; Rose 2020). In this sense, diaries 
provide access to the personal dimension of learning, revealing how individual 
beliefs, emotions and self-perceptions shape engagement with the target lan-
guage (Beseghi 2021, 397). Within this field of study, a diary can be defined as 
“a regular record of language learning or learning-related activity which is kept 
by the learner, together with some form of review of that activity in order to 
inform future action” (Murphy 2008, 199). Building on this definition, some 
studies in SLA research have focused on diaries and journals as reflective tools 
that give access to learners’ personal narratives. Others have adopted log-type 
formats to provide systematic records of learners’ language use. The following 
section outlines contributions from both perspectives, with particularly em-
phasis on recent work that compares classroom-based and out-of-class applica-
tions of diary techniques.

In classroom-based research, Galloway and Rose (2014) and Aubrey (2017a; 
2017b) used listening journals to explore Japanese EFL1 students’ attitudes and 
reactions to World Englishes. The former worked with 108 learners, whereas 

1 English as a Foreign Language.
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the latter involved 42 participants. In both studies, participants were required 
to independently select and listen to ten samples of English speech produced 
by speakers from different linguistic backgrounds, and to record in their jour-
nal the type of English selected, their reasons for choosing it and their reactions 
to the listening task. The listening activity was embedded into a homework 
activity, which not only ensured regular engagement but also demonstrated 
that learners take journal writing more seriously when they perceive it as val-
uable for their L2 development. Beseghi (2021) examined reflective diary writ-
ing to investigate metacognitive and affective aspects of EFL learning among 
55 Italian university students who were not specialising in Foreign Languages. 
The study revealed that, by narrating their own experiences, learners engaged 
in metacognitive reflection, i.e., self-evaluating their learning, identifying dif-
ficulties and considering or planning strategies for improvement, while also 
accessing the emotional dimension of language learning and using English to 
construct a vision of themselves in which the L2 formed part of their identity. 
A final questionnaire confirmed students’ overall positive evaluation of diary 
writing and its potential benefits for language learners. 

Litzler and Bakieva (2017) used learning logs to investigate 22 Spanish EFL 
university students out-of-class engagement, focusing on both their receptive-
ness to the informal activity and the kinds of language learning practices they 
pursued. Learning logs were a course requirement for their English class. The 
students reported more informal activities related to language use, particularly 
listening, though often combined with attention to vocabulary, grammar or 
pronunciation. However, over the semester their focus shifted towards speak-
ing and writing tasks related to course assignments, thereby highlighting how 
logs can capture evolving learning habits and support links between in-class 
work and students’ personal interests.

As part of larger research projects on informal second language learning 
(ISLL), researchers have employed diary methods to monitor participants’ fre-
quency, intensity and type of access to informal English input. Kusyk (2017) 
conducted a longitudinal study to monitor the development of written and 
oral L2 production in two informal learners of English – one French and one 
German – over a 10-month period. Every two weeks, participants completed 
a questionnaire aimed at investigating their engagement with different online 
informal activities, including watching films, TV-series and videos on You-
Tube; playing video games; writing comments or posts on social networks; 
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writing e-mails; listening to music; participating in live conversations via vid-
eocall; ‘chatting’ on instant messaging apps. In addition to measuring the fre-
quency of engagement with each activity, the survey also gathered information 
on participants’ preferred viewing modality (e.g., with or without subtitles and 
in which language) and invited them to provide concrete examples of the activ-
ities undertaken. Correlation analyses between participants’ online informal 
activities and their L2 productions found that exposure to informal English 
input, particularly through films and TV-series, was positively associated with 
L2 development.

Arndt (2019), in turn, aimed to collect detailed quantitative data to model 
the relationships between learners’ engagement in informal English activities, 
including behavioural, affective, cognitive and linguistic dimensions, and their 
developing proficiency, motivation and attitudes. A total of 354 German learn-
ers of English were asked to complete a questionnaire every time they used 
English outside of school over the course of one week, excluding homework. 
The activities surveyed included watching films or television programmes; 
playing video games; listening to music; using social media; reading books or 
online texts; overhearing a conversation and speaking or writing in English. 
Students were also invited to report any additional English-language activities 
not included in the questionnaire. Although daily WhatsApp reminders were 
sent to encourage participation, 27% of all learners did not submit any diary 
entries. Gender, proficiency and positive attitudes towards informal language 
learning were hypothesised to predict diary participation. General linear mod-
elling confirmed partial self-selection bias. Girls and more proficient learners 
were more likely to participate and submit more entries, a result that mirrors 
broader trends in diary studies (Hektner et al. 2011), where these groups are 
typically overrepresented given the high level of engagement required. Con-
versely, learners with positive attitudes engaged in more informal activities but 
tended to submit fewer diary entries, likely due to the considerable effort in-
volved in recording multiple daily activities (Arndt, Rose 2023, 183). 

In a recent study on informal English learning in Italy, De Riso (2025) em-
ployed individual online input access journals to document four participants’ 
engagement with L2 input over a 12-month period. The study aimed to monitor 
the evolution of participants’ L2 spoken production over time, while also tracing 
their informal contact with English. Every week, participants received a person-
alised e-mail containing a direct link to their journal, in which they were invited 
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to record the type, frequency and duration of each informal activity and, where 
possible, provide motivations and concrete examples. Participants reported ac-
cessing a wide range of informal activities in English, including watching films 
and television programmes; using YouTube, social networks and other online 
platforms (e.g., Twitch, Discord); listening to music; playing video games; read-
ing novels, comics and manga; browsing the web; having live face-to-face (and 
face-to-screen) interactions; writing texts, comments or posts. The open-ended 
nature of the journal appeared to foster a richer kind of data as participants not 
only documented their activities but also engaged in reflective writing that re-
vealed their attitudes, beliefs and personal experiences with English. Although 
writing the journal in English was not required, participants consistently chose 
to use the L2, reflecting a form of self-representation that goes beyond the role of 
language learners and positions them as users who actively employ and appropri-
ate English in their personal expression. Among the several sources of informal 
input documented in the study, extensive reading emerged as the most effective 
activity for supporting L2 development in the sample. However, evidence from 
the four case studies suggests that individual factors, such as L2 identity and con-
fidence, the personal meaning attributed to activities, levels of attention and en-
gagement and motivation, exert a stronger influence on L2 performance.

3. The study: tracking exposure to informal English input

The present study is situated within the field of informal L2 learning, inter-
preted as implying “free, self-directed contact with the L2 in non-educational 
locations for entertainment, social and information-seeking purposes” (Pavesi 
et al. 2025, 35). Such learning is believed to occur in the absence of any (self-)in-
struction and mostly incidentally, as a result of an overriding focus on meaning 
rather than explicit attention to linguistic forms (Ibid.). 

This study contributes to a larger national research project investigating the 
informalisation of English language learning through the media in Italy (Pav-
esi 2024), which explores “students’ private worlds and the often-undetected 
processes of L2 learning and appropriation” (Ibid., 18). The project adopted a 
multidimensional research design combining quantitative and qualitative ap-
proaches, integrating cross-sectional and longitudinal data. Within this frame-
work, longitudinal case studies of individuals’ L2 development were conduct-
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ed to capture the temporal dimension of media-triggered informal L2 learning 
and to allow for detailed analyses of individual learning trajectories (De Riso et 
al. forthcoming). In line with this design, diary methods in the form of weekly 
online learner-user logs were used to document 19 Italian university students’ 
year-long access to informal English input, mainly through the media.

The primary aim of this study is to provide an exhaustive and realistic ac-
count of how students engage with informal English input over the course 
of a full year. The collection of rich quantitative data enables the profiling of 
the sampled students as informal learner-users of English, identifying recur-
ring patterns of access and distinguishing between users with higher and lower 
degrees of exposure. In addition, the analysis highlights the individual variabil-
ity observed across participants, showing that the choice and combination of 
informal activities remain highly specific to each learner and reflect individual 
patterns of engagement with informal English. 

3.1 Context and participants 

In the first stage of the national research project, the Informal English Contact 
and Learning questionnaire (IECoL) (Pavesi et al. 2025) was administered to 
Italian university students to investigate how they engage with informal Eng-
lish input, mainly through the media. The questionnaire was completed anony-
mously through a dedicated online platform which did not automatically store 
respondents’ personal data (Pavesi et al. 2023). At the end of the survey, partici-
pants enrolled at the University of Pavia were informed about the opportunity 
to take part in a remunerated 12-month longitudinal study. Those interested in 
participating were invited to voluntarily provide their contact details through 
a separate form. Only after participants had expressed their interest and con-
sented to take part in the longitudinal study were the questionnaire responses 
examined for selection purposes. A total of 114 students volunteered their de-
tails. Participants were then selected according to their reported levels of infor-
mal exposure to English in the IECoL questionnaire (Pavesi et al. 2025). Out 
of the 34 students subsequently contacted, 20 responded positively and agreed 
to take part in the longitudinal study. Participation entailed attending meet-
ings every two months and regularly completing the weekly learner-user log. 
As one student did not comply with the study requirements, the final sample 
comprised 19 participants. The group included 11 female and 8 male students, 
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with a mean age of 23 (min. 19, max. 26, SD 1.82). Most participants were en-
rolled in Humanities2 (11) and Social Sciences3 (7) degree programmes, while 
only one student was pursuing a degree in science, technology, engineering or 
mathematics (STEM), specifically in Nature Sciences. The sample included 
8 undergraduates, 9 postgraduates and two students attending a single-cycle 
degree (i.e., Law). Language proficiency was assessed using the Oxford Place-
ment Test4 (Allan, 2004). According to the Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages (CEFR), participants’ proficiency ranged from B1 
to C2: B1 (2); B2 (6); C1 (5); C2 (6). 

For ease of reference and to preserve anonymity, each participant (N = 19) 
was assigned a pseudonym used throughout the analysis and in the figures.

3.2 Method and data collection

The longitudinal study lasted from October 2023 to October 2024. Through-
out the year, participants were required to complete the online learner-user log 
on a weekly basis, amounting to 53 submissions per individual and yielding 
an overall total of 1,026 log entries. To facilitate both data collection and the 
subsequent analysis, the logs were administered on Google Classroom. This 
platform was selected for its practical advantages, most notably the integration 
of Google Forms, which allowed responses to be automatically compiled into 
dedicated Excel spreadsheets. In addition, Google Classroom made it possible 
to schedule e-mail reminders in advance and to receive immediate notification 
of missing submissions, features that ensured consistent participation and pro-
vided effective means of monitoring compliance over time. 

Every Friday, participants received an automated e-mail containing a direct 
link to their individual log together with instructions for completion. They 
were granted a three-day window to submit the log. Each log was structured 
around a guiding quantitative question: 

2 Modern Literature (3), Global History of Civilizations and Territories (2), Modern Lan-
guages (2), Modern Philology (2), Ancient Literature (1), Linguistics (1).
3 Economic Development and International Relations (2), Law (2), African and Asian 
Studies (1), Communication Studies (1), Political Science (1).
4 The online test assessed both Use of British English and Listening (50% British and 50% 
American accents). It was administered to each participant and completed on-site in univer-
sity classrooms under the supervision of the researcher. 
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(1) “Indicate how much time you spent on the following activities in English during the 
past week, including the weekend. Select the approximate number from 0 to 10+ hours: 
0 corresponds to no exposure, 1 to one hour or less and so forth, with 10 indicating ten 
hours or more”.

This question provided the framework for the entire log and was repeated 
across ten sections, each devoted to a specific type of informal English input. 
Consequently, the minimum possible weekly exposure was 0 hours, while the 
maximum was 100 hours in total (i.e., up to ten hours for each of the ten ac-
tivities). The selection of informal activities was informed by previous behav-
ioural questionnaires developed and administered at the University of Pavia 
(Pavesi, Ghia 2020; De Riso 2025) as well as by the IECoL questionnaire (Pave-
si et al. 2023). The activities included: (1) watching audiovisual products (films, 
TV-series and other television programmes) and (2) YouTube videos, (3) play-
ing video games, (4) listening to music and (5) podcasts, radio and audiobooks, 
(6) using social networks, (7) browsing the Internet and using search engines 
(blogs, forums, web pages), (8) reading (newspapers, novels, comics and man-
ga), (9) writing practices (e.g., e-mails, fan fiction) and (10) engaging in live 
interactions (e.g., online video calls and face-to-face conversations). 

4. Findings from the learner-user logs

To provide an overview of the sample’s engagement with informal English in-
put, descriptive statistics were first calculated on the total number of hours 
reported over the 53 weeks of observation. Across the 19 participants, the total 
amount of informal exposure reached 25,643 hours, corresponding to an aver-
age of 1,350 hours per participant. Exposure ranged from 249 to 2,761 hours, 
with a median of 1,380 hours and a standard deviation of 759.7. 

The distribution of participants’ overall exposure highlights variation with-
in the group, with no evidence of outliers. Exposure groups were defined by 
adapting the thresholds proposed by Pavesi et al. (2025) to the longitudinal 
dataset: low exposure (≤156.42 hours per year), medium exposure (156.42 < 
exposure ≤ 521.14 hours), high exposure (521.14 < exposure ≤ 1,094.94 hours) 
and very high exposure (exposure > 1,094.94 hours). Since no participants fell 
within the low-exposure range, Figure 1 presents the sample as divided into 
medium-, high- and very-high-exposure groups.



278

Everyday Media, Everyday English, SQ 30 (2026)

Figure 1. Distribution of informal English exposure by group (N = 19).

Figure 1 shows a clear progression in total exposure across groups. The medi-
um-exposure group (n = 4) displays relatively limited variation (approximate-
ly 250-500 hours per year, SD = 106.97), whereas the high-exposure group (n 
= 3) covers a wider range (700-1,000 hours, SD = 134.22). The very-high-ex-
posure group (n = 12) exhibits the greatest dispersion (SD = 543.14), span-
ning from around 1,100 to almost 2,800 hours. This indicates that most of 
the variability in the sample is concentrated among the most highly exposed 
participants, reflecting substantial differences in the intensity of informal en-
gagement with English.

To better illustrate these patterns, Figures 2-4 present the longitudinal tra-
jectories of participants’ average weekly exposure to informal English input 
across the 12-month observation period, grouped according to their overall 
exposure levels (Figure 1). Each trajectory represents an individual participant 
within the respective exposure group. 

The medium-exposure group (Figure 2) shows consistently moderate en-
gagement throughout the year, with participants displaying relatively stable 
levels of weekly exposure and only minor fluctuations over time.
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Figure 2. Medium-exposure group (n = 4): Individual trajectories of average
weekly exposure across 12 months.

In contrast, the high-exposure group (Figure 3) presents more dynamic trajec-
tories, characterised by higher levels of engagement and alternating phases of 
increase and decline, suggesting periodic variation in participants’ involvement 
with informal English practices.

Figure 3. High-exposure group (n = 3): Individual trajectories of average
weekly exposure across 12 months.
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The very-high-exposure group (Figure 4) exhibits the most sustained contact 
with English across the year, although some participants show temporary de-
creases that may tentatively be attributed to academic or seasonal factors (e.g., 
exam sessions or summer holidays).

Figure 4. Very-high-exposure group (n = 12): Individual trajectories of average
weekly exposure across 12 months.

Across the three groups, the longitudinal data reveal increasing variability 
in engagement over time, with the greatest fluctuations observed among the 
very-high-exposure participants. Based on weekly exposure data, variability 
within each group is expressed as standard deviation as follows: medium ex-
posure (SD = 3.90), high exposure (SD = 5.98) and very high exposure (SD = 
13.69). A single outlier was identified in the weekly data (participant Michela); 
however, even after its removal, variability in the very-high-exposure group re-
mains substantially higher (SD = 12.67) than in other groups. 

A recurring pattern is the relatively higher levels reported at the begin-
ning of the observation period. This initial peak may reflect a response bias 
(Dörnyei 2007), as participants – particularly in the early stages of data collec-
tion – may have reported what they believed the researcher expected, name-
ly higher-than-usual engagement with informal English input. As familiarity 
with the learner-user log increased, responses appear to stabilise, suggesting 
more spontaneous and consistent self-reporting. 
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Building on these longitudinal trends, the analysis turns to the specific 
sources of informal English input shaping participants’ exposure profiles. An 
overview of participants’ responses (Figure 5) shows the most and least fre-
quently accessed input types across the year.

Figure 5. Average hours of exposure by input type (N = 19).

Participants reported the highest levels of exposure through social networks 
and music. This trend is consistent with previous studies indicating that these 
media, due to their pervasive presence, constitute a major source of informal 
English input and may support L2 learning (Zourou 2020; Ludke, Morgan 
2022; Krüger 2023; Manca 2024; Pavesi et al. 2025). However, research also sug-
gests that the potential of music as a language learning resource may be limited 
as listeners tend to focus more on melody than on lyrics, which can reduce its 
effectiveness as a source of informal input (Muñoz et al. 2018).

Watching audiovisual content (films, TV-series, YouTube) emerged as the 
third most frequent source of informal contact with English. These patterns 
align with studies on receptive audiovisual input, which highlights its central 
role in L2 learning both within and beyond the classroom (Vanderplank 2020; 
Wang, Chen 2020; Caruana 2021; Azzolini et al. 2022; Muñoz, Miralpeix 2024; 
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Pavesi et al. 2025). Although audiovisual materials can also be used actively 
in pedagogical contexts (e.g., through subtitling or dubbing task) (Talaván et 
al. 2024), the forms of engagement documented in the present study mainly 
reflect receptive exposure occurring in informal settings. The difference in the 
amount of time devoted to films and TV-series compared to YouTube videos 
may be partly attributable to the nature of the content itself. YouTube videos 
are generally shorter in duration than series episodes or feature films, which 
naturally limits total viewing time. Moreover, the increasingly common prac-
tice of binge-watching encourages prolonged and repeated engagement with 
TV-series, which may contribute to higher overall exposure values and, conse-
quently, foster informal L2 learning (Webb 2015; Pavesi, Ghia 2020; Castro et 
al. 2021; Pattemore, Muñoz 2023).

Video games, often identified as a potentially powerful source of L2 
learning (Sylvén, Sundqvist 2012; Chik 2014; Reinhardt, 2019; De Wilde et 
al. 2020; Bianchi 2024), were the least accessed media in the sample. This 
finding is consistent with results from previous Italian-based studies, which 
similarly report limited participation in gaming activities in English among 
university students (Pavesi, Ghia 2020; De Riso 2025; Pavesi et al. 2025). 
However, this outcome may be influenced by factors such as participants’ 
age, L2 proficiency and preferred game types, all of which have been shown 
to affect the extent and nature of L2 engagement through gaming (Peters 
2018; Muñoz 2020; Krüger 2023).

Overall, participants appear to favour receptive over productive activi-
ties, as reflected in lower engagement with writing practices (e.g., e-mails, 
text messages, online posts and comments) and, to a lesser extent, live in-
teractions (e.g., face-to-face or online conversations) – the two forms of 
productive engagement included in the learner-user log. This pattern ech-
oes previous f indings by suggesting that receptive forms of L2 use are more 
prevalent than productive ones in informal learning contexts (Kusyk 2017; 
Pavesi, Ghia 2020). 

Although the results point to a preference for receptive activities, partic-
ipants differed considerably in how they accessed and combined the various 
sources of informal English input. To provide a more detailed picture of these 
individual patterns, Figures 6a and 6b show how exposure to informal English 
input varied across participants in both quantity and distribution. 
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Figure 6a. Distribution of input types across participants ordered
by total exposure (high to low).

As shown in Figure 6a, participants reported substantially different levels of 
exposure. While some individuals engaged with a wide variety of input types, 
others showed more limited and selective patterns. Higher overall exposure 
was generally associated with greater diversification, particularly among par-
ticipants who combined audiovisual content, social networks and music with 
other forms of input such as reading or live interactions. 
Figure 6b presents the same data in a heatmap format. Colour intensity and 
numerical values represent the raw number of hours devoted to each activity, 
with lighter shades indicating lower values and darker shades indicating higher 
levels of exposure.
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Figure 6b. Heatmap of exposure hours by participant
(ordered by total exposure: high to low) and input type.

This representation further illustrates the variability observed in Figure 6a, 
showing clear contrasts between very-high and medium-exposure participants. 
Individuals with higher totals tend to engage more evenly across multiple input 
types, whereas those with lower exposure cover a narrower range of activities. 

More specific patterns also appear to emerge. Although video games repre-
sent the least accessed media within the sample, those who engage in gaming 
tend to do so extensively, whereas the majority report no engagement at all. At 
the same time, the heatmap shows that certain activities (e.g., using social net-
works, watching audiovisual content and listening to music) are shared by near-
ly all participants, while others such as podcasts, radio and audiobooks, read-
ing and writing, are more unevenly distributed and appear to reflect individual 



285

preferences. This pattern suggests that informal exposure varies across activities 
and is largely shaped by individual preferences and habits. Most participants 
engage with a limited number of activities, while only a few display more diver-
sified engagement across a wider range of input types. This pattern points to the 
personalised and interest-driven nature of informal English use, where exposure 
is shaped more by individualised routines and media practices than by systemat-
ic attempts to maximise contact with the language (Toffoli 2023). 

5. General discussion and conclusions

The present study documents the exposure of 19 Italian university students to 
different sources of informal English input over the course of a full year, pro-
viding an exclusive, longitudinal account of how L2 learner-users engage with 
English outside institutional contexts. 

The analysis of participants’ overall exposure revealed marked individual var-
iation across the sample, with a clear polarisation between very-high- and me-
dium-exposure participants. Very-high-exposure individuals (n = 12) reported 
extensive, multi-platform engagement with informal English input, averaging 
more than 21 hours per week. By contrast, medium-exposure participants (n = 4) 
showed more selective contact with the activities investigated in the study, aver-
aging approximately 3-10 hours per week. A smaller group of high-exposure par-
ticipants (n = 3) occupied an intermediate position between these two profiles. 

Beyond confirming the prevalence of receptive exposure in informal con-
texts, the longitudinal design makes it possible to trace how engagement pat-
terns develop over time and how individual learners combine different media 
in highly personalised ways. In particular, the findings point to the emergence 
of distinct exposure profiles, showing that most participants engage selectively 
with a limited number of activities, while only a minority display more di-
versified, multi-platform interaction with English across everyday media envi-
ronments. By capturing weekly fluctuations in exposure over the course of a 
full year, the learner-user logs provide a detailed account of the frequency and 
intensity of informal contact with English, offering insights that would be dif-
ficult to obtain through cross-sectional surveys.

From a methodological perspective, the study shows the potential of diary 
methods by offering a window onto students’ private worlds and their every-
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day use of English through the media. It is important, however, to acknowl-
edge certain limitations. First, as the data relied on students’ self-reported esti-
mates of exposure, individual perceptions of time and activity may not always 
reflect actual engagement. In addition, to maintain participants’ motivation 
over the 53-week period and ensure that log completion remained manageable 
(i.e., under five minutes), the ten log sections were intentionally kept broad 
rather than highly detailed. For instance, films and TV-series were grouped 
under a single category – a choice that facilitated sustained participation but 
necessarily reduced the level of detail in the data collected. Furthermore, par-
ticipation in the longitudinal study was voluntary and remunerated, which 
may have introduced both self-selection bias and potential reactivity effects 
(Dörnyei 2007). Students who chose to take part may have been more moti-
vated or already more engaged with informal English than the wider student 
population. In addition, remuneration may have encouraged consistent par-
ticipation and, possibly, influenced reporting practices or behaviour over time. 
As a result, the patterns observed may not fully reflect informal exposure in 
non-incentivised contexts. From a design perspective, the relatively small sam-
ple size (N = 19) and the focus on students from a single institutional context 
limit the generalisability of the findings. At the same time, this design enables a 
fine-grained, longitudinal analysis of individual patterns of informal exposure, 
offering a degree of temporal granularity that remains relatively rare in ISLL 
research (Kusyk 2017; Arndt 2019). Finally, although e-mail reminders were au-
tomatically sent each week, some participants occasionally submitted their logs 
after the deadline, and in certain cases additional oral reminders were required. 
These late submissions may have affected the accuracy of temporal reporting.

To conclude, this study contributes to the field of informal language learn-
ing by documenting how a group of Italian university students engage with 
English in their everyday lives, capturing the frequency, duration and distri-
bution of activities such as receptive social media use and audiovisual viewing 
over time. Although diary methods proved to be an effective – albeit not flaw-
less – technique for capturing patterns of informal exposure, the data allowed 
for the identification of distinct learner-user profiles characterised by different 
levels and combinations of engagement with informal English. At the same 
time, given the relatively small sample size and the reliance on self-reported 
data, these findings should be interpreted with caution. Future research could 
build on this approach by integrating qualitative data and by correlating par-
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ticipants’ exposure patterns with measures of oral and written production col-
lected at different points in the longitudinal study, thereby contributing to a 
more comprehensive understanding of informal L2 learning trajectories.
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