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Abstract 

In recent years there has been a growing interest to incorporate hypertext glosses into L2 

reading materials and accordingly, it has provoked researchers to uncover to what extent 

and under which moderator variables a specific type of gloss yields more effective 

outcomes than other types of glossing. The present meta-analysis attempts to examine the 

magnitude of the effect of different gloss types (single vs. multiple glosses) on L2 

vocabulary acquisition along with identification of the contextual factors that influence 

between-study variation through synthetizing 34 primary articles which satisfy the 

inclusion criteria. The overall effect size is found to be + 0.83 (p<0.05), indicating that 

multiple glosses (text+visual) has a large, positive effect on learners’ vocabulary 

acquisition than single mode of glossing (text-only). Moderator analyses further suggest 

that intensity of the program and L2 proficiency level are potential moderators 

influencing the heterogeneity between effect sizes, whereas the learning context, sample 

size and research design do not have such impact. 

Keywords: hypertext gloss, vocabulary acquisition, meta-analysis, effect size, 

heterogeneity 

 

1. Introduction 

Nowadays, computers have turned to be a familiar sight in the 21st century classrooms and 

technology is used to enrich many educational tasks (Ortega, 1997). Since the 1960s, 

specialists in the field of educational technology have tried to accelerate the process of 

technology-pedagogy integration through developing programs on the basis of Computer-

Based Instruction (CBI) to drill, instruct and evaluate students. The dream of technology 
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revolution in educational settings envisaged through technology-pedagogy integration is 

now almost five decades old. “Some envisage a day when computers will serve all children 

as personal tutors: a Socrates or Plato for every child of the 21st century” (Kulik & Kulik, 

1991, p. 75).  

 In the field of ESL/ EFL, many language educators have also tried to increasingly 

incorporate CBI programs into their classes as a supplement or replacement for traditional 

teaching methods. In fact, due to the versatility, flexibility and adaptability of computer 

technology, it is viewed as a promising language learning tool. In this vein, because of the 

importance of vocabulary acquisition as a key ingredient in the process of language 

learning, considerable attention has been directed to investigation of techniques used to 

facilitate the acquisition of new target words.  

Among all, glossing has gained popularity and proved to be facilitative in the 

process of L2 vocabulary acquisition. The application of glosses has recently become a 

common approach in enriching L2 reading materials. A hypermedia or hypertext gloss 

refers to “short definitions or explanations with nonlinearly linked data associated with 

text, graphics, audios, and videos in computerized text” (Kommers, Grabinger & Dunlap, 

1996 cited in Yun, 2011). Compared to dictionary definitions, glosses seem to be more 

preferable because readers are not interrupted during the reading process when they 

consult with the available definitions in the text (Yanguas, 2005). Moreover, based on 

Schmidt’s (1995) Noticing Theory, one of the prerequisites of learning is conscious 

attention to target items and attempts should be made to make the target items noticed. In 

this regard, glossing is considered to be effective for increasing noticing and probably 

improving vocabulary acquisition among ESL/EFL learners (Nation, 2002; Yoshii, 2006). 

Glosses also enhance the learners ‘autonomy during the flow of reading (Nation, 2002).  

Accordingly, since there is no doubt about the advantages of glossing for incidental 

vocabulary acquisition, many language specialists have shifted their focus from gloss 

effect to gloss type. The review of the studies on the effects of different gloss types (text, 

visual, audio, etc.) has brought inconsistent results, some have revealed no differences 

between them (e.g. Lomicka, 1998; Ben Salem & Aust, 2007) while others have shown the 

advantages of one gloss type over the other (Chun & Plass, 1996; Al-Seghayer, 2001) in 

vocabulary acquisition. Clearly, there exists no consistency among the results of the 

research studies investigating multiple and single gloss types, and the effect of different 
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modes of presentation of glosses on vocabulary acquisition still remains an open research 

area that needs further exploration.  

Regarding this dilemma, when there is a need to draw general conclusions, as 

Kulik, Kulik, and Shwalb (1986) emphasize it, it is necessary to integrate the results from 

a variety of settings under different conditions and to apply tools of research synthesis to 

the results of the individual studies. Taking benefit of a research method known as Meta-

Analysis (Glass, 1977; Hedges and Olkin, 1985), it is possible to examine the effectiveness 

of different gloss types – single vs. multiple glosses – on vocabulary acquisition by 

integrating and analyzing the results of numerous studies, taking into account all the 

variables which might be effective. Such a systematic review can also provide a map of the 

past and current research in the field of textual glosses and vocabulary acquisition, 

showing the pathway for future studies. Owing to the conflicting findings reported by 

existing research in this area, and the fact that very little, if any, comprehensive systematic 

analysis of the effects of different types of glosses has been done, the present study 

attempts to provide a quantitative review of the effectiveness of single textual glosses as 

compared to multiple glosses examining methodological and substantive features which 

are considered to be influential on the overall effectiveness of textual glosses for 

enhancing vocabulary acquisition. 

 The following research questions guided this research study: 

1) What is the overall effectiveness of multiple gloss type (text+visual) on vocabulary 

acquisition? 

2) Is there a statistically significant heterogeneity among effect sizes of the studies 

investigating the effect of different gloss types on vocabulary acquisition in the 

present meta-analysis?  

3) In the case of statistically significant heterogeneity among effect sizes, what are the 

potential moderators to systematically account for the heterogeneity among the 

effect sizes of primary studies investigating the effect of different gloss types on 

vocabulary acquisition? 

 

2. Literature review 

In recent years, the application of glosses has increased tremendously, fueling a debate 

over whether or not they are an effective means of improving students’ vocabulary 

acquisition. Even though a large body of research exists investigating the effectiveness of 
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hypertext glosses (Ariew, 2006; Nagata, 1999; Akbulut, 2007; Al-Seghayer, 2001; Chun & 

Plass, 1996; Lomicka, 1998; Robin, 2007; Nikolova, 2004; Khan, 1997; Plass, Chun, 

Mayer & Leutner, 1998), there remains one important question, namely whether the 

meanings, when provided, should be presented in a single mode (text-only) or with a 

combination of multimedia-embedded features such as video, picture, sound, etc. 

 The results of many research studies concerning whether different types of 

hypertext glosses enhance vocabulary acquisition of L2 learners have been somewhat 

inconclusive. Plass et al. (1998), for instance, investigated the effect of different modes of 

glossing on vocabulary acquisition in a multimedia environment. It was found that subjects 

who had selected verbal and visual glosses performed significantly better than those who 

had selected one mode of glossing.  

 In a similar study, Kost, Fost and Lenzini (1999) examined the effect of textual and 

pictorial glosses on vocabulary acquisition in printed texts. They found that learners who 

had access to textual and pictorial glosses outperformed their counterparts who had access 

to textual glosses alone. They hypothesized that this finding is the result of different 

degrees of cognitive effort employed by learners to process information. They remarked 

that “the mapping of pictures onto the mental model provides and stronger bond than the 

mapping of words due to the different representations of their information (analog vs. 

symbolic)” (p. 94). 

 In another study conducted by Al-Seghayer (2001), the effect of different gloss 

types on L2 vocabulary retention was examined. Results of the study showed that subjects’ 

performance on text-plus-video was significantly better than their performance on the 

single mode of glosses. 

 Yoshii & Flaitz (2002) further investigated the effect of different gloss types on L2 

vocabulary acquisition in a multimedia reading environment. They found that the text plus 

picture group significantly performed better than the group who had access to textual 

glosses alone.  

 Yeh and Wang (2003) examined the effect of three modes of multimedia glosses: 

text only, text plus picture, and text, picture, and sound. They reported that text plus picture 

was the most effective gloss type for vocabulary acquisition. 

 More recently, Akbulut (2007) compared the performance of subjects who had 

access to text-only glosses with those with access to text+visual glosses on vocabulary test. 

The findings of the study revealed a significant difference between text-only and 



Teaching English with Technology, 16(1), 3-25, http://www.tewtjournal.org 7 

text+visual gloss groups on vocabulary test; however, no significant difference was found 

on reading comprehension performance of the two groups. 

 Despite such positive outcomes of application of different modes of glosses, some 

researchers report no significant differences between the performance of the groups using 

text-only versus text+visual glosses on L2 vocabulary tests.  

 In a study conducted by Ben Salem and Aust (2007), it was found that learners who 

used glosses had significantly higher reading comprehension and vocabulary acquisition 

scores than non-gloss users; however, no significant difference was reported between the 

performance of text-only and text+visual gloss users. 

 Furthermore, the results of the study conducted by Lomicka (1998) revealed no 

significant difference between the vocabulary scores of those who consulted with 

text+visual glosses as compared to those who had access to text-only mode of glosses. 

 To sum up contradictory evidence provided by existing studies in this area and 

reach general conclusions, conducting the current meta-analytic review seems to be 

promising. The results of the present meta-analysis may also shed light on the variation 

between primary studies’ results more explicitly through examining methodological and 

substantive features considered to be influential on the overall effectiveness of single and 

multiple glosses for enhancing vocabulary acquisition.  

 

3. Method 

3.1. Literature accumulation 

A literature search was run using Scopus, Web of Science, and Google research databases 

in order to identify almost all relevant studies examining the relative effectiveness of 

glosses either in single (text-only) or multiple (text+visual) mode of presentation on 

enhancing learners’ vocabulary acquisition, published until 2014 when this meta-analysis 

was conducted. After obtaining a preliminary set of articles including 95 studies, 

references used in the selected journals and article citations were also examined. 

Concurrently, specialists in the field of CALL were also consulted for articles that had not 

been gathered by the primary search procedures. The whole process resulted in the 

identification of 105 articles which were of potential relevance to the present meta-

analysis. Subsequently, all gathered articles were scrutinized to see whether they satisfied 

the following inclusion criteria to be included in the final analysis.  
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3.2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Studies which are included in the present meta-analysis data set were required to satisfy 

the following inclusion and exclusion criteria: 

• Studies should have a quasi-experimental or experimental design, investigating 

experimentally the effect of single and multiple hypertext glosses on vocabulary 

acquisition in an ESL/ EFL context. 

• Studies written in English and published until 2014 will be included in the data set. 

• Studies should include sufficient data for calculating the effect size like 

combinations of means, standard deviations, t-test or ANOVA statistics, group 

sizes, etc.  

• The study must be available in its full text form. 

• Uncontrolled experiments and anecdotal reports or self-assessment of improvement 

will be excluded.  

• Studies should be free from serious methodological weaknesses like a) unfair 

teaching of the content assessed in the posttest to one of the groups (experimental 

or control); b) non-randomly assigning participants to control and experimental 

groups; c) neglecting the pre-existing differences between the groups, etc. 

 Following these criteria, the abstracts of the gathered articles are scrutinized in the 

first instance to determine if the experiments involved the application of text+visual and 

text-only glosses for vocabulary acquisition. Unsuitable abstracts (no textual gloss or no 

vocabulary acquisition, 38 articles), non-research articles (5 articles), publications in 

languages other than English (4 articles) are not further reviewed. The full texts of all 

remaining articles were comprehensively checked based on the identified inclusion and 

exclusion criteria to assess their qualification to be included in the present meta-analysis. 

Out of these, articles lacking the minimum information (e.g. sample size, mean, standard 

deviation, etc.) were excluded from the analysis (24 articles). In total, 34 primary articles 

satisfied all the inclusion criteria and went under the systematic analysis.  

 

3.3. Reliability of coding 

After gathering the relevant studies and excluding those that did not satisfy the pre-

determined criteria for being included in this meta-analysis, the next step was to prepare a 

coding table, based on which the common features among different studies can be 

identified and organized. Cooper (2010) has proposed some common features that should 
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be included in every coding scheme. According to the researcher, “every coding sheet 

should include the variables of investigation, participants’ characteristics, research design 

and statistical information of every individual study” (Alsadhan, 2012, p. 43).   

 To increase the reliability of coding, two independent coders coded each individual 

study involved in the data set. Then, the two coders jointly reviewed their coding forms 

and, in the case of some disagreements, they re-evaluated the points of dispute. 

 

3.4. Data analysis 

3.4.1. Effect size 

If continuous measures are used in meta-analysis, standardized difference between the 

means of the experimental and the control group, often called Hedges’s g (Hedges & 

Olkin, 1985, p. 78) is typically used as a measure of effect size to summarize the finding of 

each individual study. The underlying reason is that the quantitative results from the 

different primary studies are converted into a standardized metrics that allows for 

meaningful numerical comparison across studies. 

 

 Where 1 is the mean of the experimental condition (text+visual) and 2 is the 

mean of the controlled condition (text-only), J is a correction factor for small sample bias, 

and Sp is the pooled standard deviation calculated based on the following formula where n1 

and ST stand for experimental group sample size and standard deviation and n2 and SC for 

control group sample size and standard deviation respectively. The reason underlying such 

correction is that effect size of a treatment for small samples tends to be overestimated. To 

avoid this, the formula is multiplied by J factor to correct the upward bias.  

  

 Effect sizes are evaluated with reference to their 95% confidence interval and 

related p values. A 95% confidence interval indicates that if the same study is replicated 

several times, the effect size estimate would be within that range 95% of the time. True 

effect size is estimated to be included in this range. Confidence interval ranges that include 

zero show that the obtained effect sizes are considered to be statistically non-significant 

(Norris & Ortega, 2000); if the confidence interval ranges do not contain the value zero, 

they are considered as statistically significant. As the confidence interval becomes 
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narrower, more trustworthy effect size is revealed. In this meta-analysis, Cohen’s (1988) 

rules were used to interpret the magnitude of effect size: .20 is considered a small effect, 

.50 a moderate effect and .80 a large effect. 

 

3.4.2. Estimation and test of residual heterogeneity 

In primary studies, the dispersion among scores is quantified based on standard deviation 

and variance of the scores. In a meta-analysis, the process of identifying and quantifying 

the heterogeneity in effect sizes is quite similar since it is described based on the standard 

deviation and variance. The only factor that makes the process more complicated is that in 

a meta-analysis the variance is intended to be found between true effect sizes, while the 

variation that we actually observe is a combination of both (true) heterogeneity plus 

random error. 

 In the cases that all studies share the same true effect sizes, the (true) heterogeneity 

is zero. In such cases, if we deal with different observed effect sizes, it may be due to the 

within- study error. In a random- effects model, we assume that the true effect size does 

vary from one study to the next. In this case, if we deal with different observed effect sizes, 

it may be due to the (true) heterogeneity in effect sizes as well as within-study error.  

 For comparability reasons, I2 value seems to be more informative, revealing the 

percentage of heterogeneity between effect size estimates that is due to the between-study 

level variation rather than random error alone (Higgins et al., 2003; Higgins & Thompson, 

2002), having I2 = 100% - (1 - df/Q). While Q-value is used to test the null hypothesis that 

there is no dispersion across effect sizes, I2 quantifies this dispersion and can be compared 

across various meta-analyses with different numbers of studies and different set of 

moderator variables. To interpret the degree of the heterogeneity between effect sizes, the 

following rule can be used: I2 = 0% stands for no heterogeneity, I2 = 25% stands for low 

heterogeneity, I2 = 50% stands for moderate heterogeneity and I2 = 75% stands for high 

heterogeneity (Higgins, Thompson, Deeks, & Altman, 2003). 

 

3.4.3. Outlier analysis 

If the variances observed between the effect sizes in the data set seem to be approximately 

large as compared with the error variances, one possible underlying reason for such 

heterogeneity may be due to the existence of outliers. To detect any outlier in the data set, 

the stability of the results can be investigated through leaving out some studies one at a 
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time and re-doing each meta-analysis for the reduced data set. Accordingly, outliers which 

have particular impact on effect size estimates can be identified and analyzed. 

 

3.4.4. Publication bias 

The existence of publication bias in any meta-analysis is usually assessed using funnel 

plots. A funnel plot provides scatter plots of the treatment effects obtained from individual 

studies against a measure of study size or standard error (Sterne, Becker, & Egger, 2005). 

In cases where publication bias does not exist, the effect size estimates will be 

symmetrically distributed around the overall mean effect size. In such cases, more precise 

effect size estimates tend to cluster more closely around the mean effect size. Ignoring the 

studies which report the most positive or negative effect sizes and even non-significant 

ones due to publication bias would undoubtedly result in the asymmetry in the relationship 

between effect sizes and related standard errors or sample sizes. 

 

3.5. Instrument 

The software used for the systematic analysis of data in the current study was 

Comprehensive Meta-Analysis, version 2. As a program developed by a team of the most 

famous experts in the field of meta-analysis, it offers various options for data entry, 

analysis, and display. Data in more than 100 formats, for example, can be entered for 

calculating the effect size estimate. Moreover, multiple study designs can be included in 

the same analysis. That is, data from studies that used independent groups, paired/matched 

designs can be entered into the program, which has the potential to analyze different 

design simultaneously. 

 

4. Findings 

The comprehensive literature search yielded 105 potentially qualified primary studies on 

the comparative effects of single and multiple glosses on vocabulary acquisition. Among 

these, 34 articles could satisfy the inclusion criteria for being included in the present meta-

analysis. 

 

4.1. The overall effect size estimate 

To measure the magnitude of effects of different gloss types on L2 vocabulary acquisition, 

two groups – a treatment (text + visual) and a control (text-only) group – were compared 
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together in the present meta-analysis and effect sizes for individual studies as well as the 

overall effect size estimate were calculated. The overall weighted mean effect size of 34 

weighted effect sizes (Hedge’s g) was +0.839 (Table 1). According to Cohen’s rule of 

interpretation of the effect size magnitude (1988), the reported effect size was largely 

positive for L2 vocabulary acquisition. 

 

Table 1. Overall effect size estimate based on 34 primary studies.  

 

As reported above, a 95% confidence interval ranges from 0.562 to 1.116. This confidence 

interval range does not include the value zero, suggesting that multiple-gloss hypertexts 

(text + visual) did improve acquisition of L2 vocabulary items. That is, the group which 

was provided with multiple hypertext glosses (text+visual) outperformed the control group 

with access to a single gloss (text-only) on a vocabulary test. 

 To present a more informative picture of each individual study’s statistics, the 

following forest plot (Figure 1) has been depicted. It is worth mentioning that points to the 

left of the line show the outperformance of the single gloss (text-only) group, whereas 

points to the right of the line reveal the performance of the multiple glosses (text+visual) 

group. The upper and lower 95% confidence interval (CI) range for each effect size is 

represented through the upper and lower limit of the line. At the right side of the figure, the 

weight assigned to each study is shown pictorially. The size of each square shows the 

relative weight of each study to the overall effect size estimate, where larger squares 

indicate greater weight. 

 

 

 

 



Teaching English with Technology, 16(1), 3-25, http://www.tewtjournal.org 13 

Figure 1. Forest plot of the effects of single vs. multiple glosses on vocabulary acquisition. 

 

As is evident, all effect sizes reported in the present meta-analysis were not positive, 

indicating that the combination of different gloss types had sometimes a negative impact on 

student learning. This analysis also reveals that 7 (20%) of the 34 studies had an effect size 

equal to 0.5 or greater, showing that the effect of multiple glosses on vocabulary acquisition 

was approximately moderate. 14 (42%) studies had an effect size 0.2 or less and 13 (38%) 

effects sizes were 0.8 or larger, showing a small and large effects respectively. 

 

4.1.2 Outlier analysis 

To examine the effect of any possible outlier that may cause extraordinary changes in the 

weighted mean effect size, an outlier analysis was run. Administering a “one-study removal” 

analysis, the weighted mean effect size did not change (ES= 0.839) within the 95% 

confidence interval. This implies that there is no outlier among primary studies which can 

affect the overall effect size estimate. 

4.1.3. Publication bias 

To detect any publication bias inherent in the current meta-analysis, the funnel plot of the 

primary studies was examined. As shown in Figure 2, while smaller studies tend to spread 
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more widely around the mean effect size at the bottom of the funnel (ES= 0.839) due to their 

larger standard error , larger studies mainly spread on top of the funnel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Funnel plots of the effectiveness of single (text-only) versus multiple (text+visual) glosses on 

vocabulary acquisition (● Represent imputed studies and ○ Show the observed ones included in the meta-

analysis).  

 

As it appears, the effect sizes are not symmetrically distributed around the vertical line 

shaping the funnel plot to an asymmetrical one. To detect the sources of bias in the present 

meta-analysis, the imputed studies were inserted in the funnel plot, revealing a clear tendency 

for the smaller studies to give more positive results than the larger studies. This can be 

accounted for as a sign of publication bias resulting from the publication of small studies if 

their results are significant and positive than if their results are negative or non- significant. 

 To calculate the number of unpublished studies with non-significant results which 

were considered to be necessary to nullify the overall effects reported in the current meta-

analysis, two tests were run, Orwin’s Fail-safe N tests and Classic Fail-safe N. The classic 

Fail-safe N test estimated that totally 2318 studies with null results are needed to nullify the 

overall effect size. The Orwin’s Fail-safe N test also estimated that 395 missing null studies 

are needed to make the mean effect size closer to the critical value of 0.05.  

 

4.1.4. Analysis of residual heterogeneity 

To explore the degree of homogeneity among effect size estimates included in the present 

meta-analysis, the test of homogeneity of variance – the Q-test – (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001) 

was run. The resulting Q value (Q=327.14, df= 33, p<0.05) as shown in Table 1 rejected the 
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hypothesis of homogeneity and showed that variation between the effect sizes may not be due 

to the sampling error alone and other variables may contribute to such heterogeneity. 

According to the I2 value (the percent of variance between effect sizes not caused by chance 

alone), 90% of the observed variance between studies is due to real differences in the effect 

size or between-study level variability. Only about 10% of the observed variance would have 

been expected based on random error. Moderator analyses that follow might be able to help 

clarify this unexplained variability. 

 

Contextual factors affecting the variation between the effects of different gloss types on 

vocabulary acquisition 

Regarding the significant heterogeneity found between effect sizes and the possible influence 

of some moderator variables, the following methodological and substantive variables were 

considered to be related to the overall effects of different types of glossing for L2 vocabulary 

acquisition: research design, sample size, L2 proficiency levels, the duration of the program, 

second vs. foreign language environments (SL and FL, respectively), and the publication year. 

The overall mean effect sizes (Hedges’ g), 95% confidence interval ranges and the Q-value for 

all studies as well as subcategories which involved the different contextual factors were 

calculated (Table 2) and discussed in detail in next sections. The findings help to see which 

contextual factors influenced the effectiveness of multiple and single gloss types on 

vocabulary acquisition in these studies. 
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Table 2. Summary of moderator analyses 
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4.1.5. Research methodological characteristics 

 

4.1.5.1. Research design 

According to some researchers (e.g., Abrami & Bernard, 2006), different research designs are 

considered to act as potential sources of variation between effect size estimates. To further 

investigate this, all studies analyzed in the current meta-analysis were classified into two 

subcategories based on their research design; randomized experiments (N= 9) in which 

subjects were randomly assigned to multiple (text+visual) and single (text-only) hypertext 

gloss groups, and matched studies (N= 25) which were those in which subjects in both 

experimental (text+visual) and control (text-only) groups were matched based on key 

variables in the pretest. 

 As presented in Table 2, the results reveal that multiple hypertext glosses had a 

moderate impact in matched experiments (ES = .71) and lager impacts in randomized studies 

(ES = 1.16). Considering the two 95% confidence intervals of the two mean effect sizes, both 

were statistically significant since they crossed zero. However, based on the Q value (Q= 

0.92, p>0.05) reported in Table 2, the difference between the two effect sizes of subcategories 

of research design was not statistically significant. 

 

4.1.5.2. Sample size 

To address the variation of learners working either in small groups or large ones, the weighted 

mean effect sizes for the subgroups were calculated. In the current meta-analysis, studies 

including sample size greater than 60 were grouped as large (n=21) and those who had 

participants less than 60 were considered to be small ones (N=13). The calculation results 

show that multiple glosses had large, positive effects on large studies (ES= 0.88), but a 

medium effect on the small subgroup (ES = 0.72). However, the difference between the large 

and small studies effects sizes proved to be statistically non-significant (Q= 0.35, p> 0.05). 

 

4.1.6. Substantive features 

4.1.6.1. Proficiency level 

In order to check the homogeneity of effect sizes across three proficiency levels of learners, 

the weighted mean effect sizes for elementary (N= 7), intermediate (N=25) and advanced (N= 

2) proficiency levels were calculated. The results show that the treatment had moderate effects 

on the subgroup of elementary learners (ES= 0.75), but large effects on the subgroup of 
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intermediate (ES = .85) and advanced (ES = .81). Based on the 95% confidence intervals, the 

overall mean effect sizes for the three proficiency levels of learners were shown to be 

statistically significant. Moreover, as presented in Table 2, the Q-value (Q=6.53, p<0.05) 

showed that heterogeneity between effect sizes across three proficiency groups is statistically 

significant, shedding light on the hypothesis that multiple hypertext glosses seem to highly 

benefit advanced and intermediate learners in comparison to their counterparts in elementary 

group for L2 vocabulary acquisition.  

 

4.1.6.2. Duration of the program 

To examine whether the intensity of treatment influenced the effectiveness of multiple 

hypertext glosses for enhancing L2 vocabulary acquisition, the effect sizes were calculated for 

the two subcategories of treatment duration: high and low intensity of intervention. It was 

revealed that the treatment had a moderate, positive effect when the treatment duration was 

low (ES = 0.57) and a large, positive effect when the treatment period was high (ES = 1.48); 

both of these findings were statistically significant. 

 Based on Table 2, the test of heterogeneity did show a statistically significant 

difference between the effect sizes of two treatment duration subcategories (Q= 3.89, p<0.05), 

suggesting that more technology use can probably lead to better outcomes. 

 

4.1.6.3. Context of learning 

To investigate the effect of multiple hypertext glosses in different language learning contexts, 

the overall mean effect sizes for second and foreign language learning conditions were 

calculated. The results indicate that the treatment had a medium impact when the learners 

learnt a language in an ESL context (ES = .67) and large impacts when the participants were 

acquiring target vocabulary items in an EFL context. Both 95% confidence intervals of the 

two mean effect size were statistically significant. The analysis of the Q-value (Q= 0.40, 

p=0.52) also showed that even though learners receiving the treatment in an EFL context 

performed slightly better than their counterparts in an ESL context, the difference between 

effect sizes in two conditions was not statistically significant. 

 

4.1.6.4. Publication year 

Some researchers (e.g. Cheung & Slavin, 2011; Fletcher-Finn & Gravatt, 1995) have 

hypothesized that parallel to the development of educational technology, its effectiveness 

improves remarkably too. To test this hypothesis, studies which were included in this meta-
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analysis were subcategorized into two time span; 2000s and 2010s. The mean effect size 

estimates for these two time periods were found to be 0.56 and 1.54, respectively. Although 

the test of heterogeneity show that the difference between learning outcomes resulting from 

multiple hypertext gloss application was not statistically significant, the present review 

provides support for more positive results attained in recent years. 

 

5. Discussion 

Pre-defined inclusion criteria yielded 34 qualified studies to be analyzed. The first goal of the 

current meta-analysis was to examine the effects of different hypertext gloss types (multiple 

vs. single gloss) on L2 vocabulary acquisition. Regarding this, it was found that multiple 

glosses had a large positive effect (ES= 0.83) on vocabulary acquisition. Like previous meta-

analyses conducted in the same trend, the results of the current study reveal that a 

combination of different types of glosses (text, picture, video, etc.) generally lead to better 

learning outcomes in comparison to traditional single gloss type. The overall effect size 

obtained in this study is much larger than that reported in a recent meta-analysis conducted by 

Yun (2011), investigating the effect of multiple hypertext glosses on different vocabulary 

knowledge (ES= 0.46). 

 The heterogeneity Q-value obtained in the present meta-analysis proved to be 

statistically significant, revealing that the variation between effect sizes may be due to factors 

other than sampling error alone. To explain the unexplained variation, it was required to 

conduct sub-analyses to further investigate the moderator variables which were hypothesized 

to influence the effectiveness of multiple hypertext glosses. To discuss the points more deeply, 

methodological features like research design and sample size as well as some substantive 

features such as learners’ proficiency level, learning context, intensity of intervention, 

publication year have been scrutinized to uncover some potential moderators that contribute 

to the variation between effect sizes in the present meta-analysis.  

 With regard to research design, it appeared to have no statistically significant impact 

on the variation between studies although studies with randomized design had a better mean 

effect size (ES= 1.16) than matched studies (ES= 0.71). This finding is in contrast with the 

study conducted by Cheung and Slavin (2011), which emphasized the fact that different 

research designs yield different outcomes to the extent that the mean effect size for the quasi-

experimental studies was revealed to be approximately twice the size of the effect for 

randomized studies.  
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 When it comes to sample size of studies, some researchers like Slavin and Smith 

(2009) emphasize that small sample size studies are more likely to provide larger effect sizes 

compared to those of larger studies. Contrary to this suggestion, the present study yielded a 

larger mean effect size for large studies compared to that of the small ones. That is to say, 

studies with small sample size had less statistical power than large sample size studies: a 

small sample size tends to yield a small overall weight while a large sample size produces a 

larger weight. This finding was not in line with Liao (1999) and Cheung and Slavin’s (2011) 

results, showing that studies with larger samples had less statistical power than those with 

small samples. They asserted that hypertext gloss effects on learners’ achievement should be 

reported cautiously in cases where sample size of the studies is small or medium. Future 

research may shed light on confirming or rejecting this contrasting finding. 

 Regarding learners’ proficiency levels, the findings revealed that multiple hypertext 

glosses had larger impact when participants were in an intermediate and advanced proficiency 

level. One justification may be that beginners probably lack enough L2 proficiency to search 

through hypertext nodes. As Loewen and Erlam (2006) claim, learners may encounter some 

target items which are beyond their development stages while they consult with hypertext 

glosses. Besides, based on the cognitive load theory (Sweller & Chandler, 1991), less 

proficient language learners may be unable to use all benefits of multimedia glosses in 

vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehension because of the high cognitive load of such 

multimedia tools (Plass et al., 2003; Sweller, 1994). Hence, when learners who are at the 

intermediate level of language proficiency are compared with beginners, they seem to benefit 

more from certain types of glosses. The finding of the present study is in contrast to Yun’s 

(2011) study, reporting that out of all learners it was beginners with access to multiple types 

of glosses that benefited most from multiple glosses in reading. The current finding also 

supports the results of recent study conducted by Ben Salem (2006), showing that due to the 

high cognitive load inherent in multiple hypertext glosses, advanced learners took most 

benefit from such glosses as compared with learners at low or intermediate proficiency level. 

 As for the intensity of the treatment, the results showed that long duration of the 

programs had higher mean effect size estimates than short one. It seems to suggest that more 

exposure to glosses can lead to better learning outcomes.  

With regard to the learning conditions, it was revealed that the treatment had a 

moderate impact for the subgroup of ESL context, and also large impact for the subgroup of 

EFL context. It is worth mentioning, however, that the sample size of some subgroups was 

quite small, affecting the overall effect size of the treatment. Further analyses including larger 
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number of samples especially in ESL/ EFL context is needed to reach a better understanding 

of how language learning context affect the effectiveness of different types of hypertext 

glosses. 

 As for the year of publication, the results showed that studies conducted recently in the 

2010s yielded higher mean effect size estimates as compared to those conducted in the 2000s.  

 

6. Conclusion 

The current meta-analysis examined the results of 34 primary studies that compared learners’ 

target vocabulary acquisition under two conditions; multiple glosses (text+visual) and single 

gloss (text-only). The overall mean effect size was found to be + 0.83 (p<0.05), indicating that 

multiple glosses (text+visual) had a large, positive effect on learners’ vocabulary acquisition 

than single mode of glossing (text-only). Moderator analyses further suggested that intensity 

of the program, L2 proficiency level and sample size were potential moderators influencing 

the heterogeneity between effect sizes, whereas the learning context and research design did 

not have such an impact. 

 The present meta-analysis, like most others, has several limitations. First, some 

sources of bias such as publication bias might be found in the present meta-analysis resulting 

from the great number of unpublished papers and the lack of access to such unpublished 

sources. In addition, a great number of significant studies may be extracted in the present 

meta-analysis due to the lack of the availability of critical statistical data for the analysis and 

inaccessibility of the authors. Besides, few studies (only 9 out of 34 in this study) included a 

delayed posttest; therefore, the long-term effect of different gloss types on vocabulary 

retention is impossible to be determined. Further research is expected to be conducted having 

a design including both immediate and delayed post-test evaluations. Third, besides learners’ 

proficiency level, learners’ learning styles (verbalizers or visualizers) seem to be a critical 

moderator variable affecting the final learning outcome. Thus, the learners who prefer verbal 

type of glosses (text-only) tend to benefit most from a single gloss type in the form of text 

only gloss when given a chance to select either text-only or text + visual glosses, while the 

learners who prefer visual type gloss tend to benefit most from a combination of different 

gloss modes such as text + visual gloss. Investigating such moderator variable was not 

possible in this study since none of the primary studies provided the detailed information 

about the learners’ learning preferences. Future research is needed to fill this gap. 

 The present study has some pedagogical implications. First, hypertext glosses can 

yield better learning outcomes if learners are provided with opportunities to acquire essential 
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skills to study individually and use their time effectively in a computer environment in which 

there is less teacher control as compared to traditional classrooms. Training sessions can make 

students gradually familiar with the CALL environment, showing how to make more effective 

use of glosses. Furthermore, teachers should also become aware of the potential of hypertext 

glosses and their different types as learning tools as well as the ways through which different 

gloss types can promote efficient language learning. 
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