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Abstract 

 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the incorporation of Virtual Learning Environment 

(VLE) into educational settings has become a universal trend. This study shed light on the new 

urge to focus on E-learning which serves a fundamental role in language teaching and learning not 

only in Iran but also in all countries. To help readers surmise the meanings of the key terms, the 

experimental group of the study received treatment on one advanced reading comprehension 

passage through textual glosses where the definition of the keywords was available in the margins 

of the text, followed by the administration of the five multiple-choice tests. The control group 

received the same passage and tests, albeit without glosses. The results of the experiment revealed 

that the experimental group of the study outperformed the control group. More specifically, this 

study explored the positive relationship between the utilization of textual glosses through a VLE 

on the reading comprehension of the Iranian upper-intermediate EFL MA candidates. The findings 

of the present study might be used in any educational setting to improve learners’ reading 

comprehension abilities. 

Keywords: Virtual learning environment, E-learning, Margin, Textual glosses, Reading 

comprehension 
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Introduction 

 

 Straightforwardly, people know that the procedure of learning a foreign language (FL) or 

second language (SL) is a complicated process, but it does not necessarily mean that it cannot be 

satisfying and successful. The brain needs to construct new cognitive frameworks. On the other 

hand, the language learning process requires untiring perseverance, consistent practice, and a 

sustainable effort. Generally, grown-ups perceive the process of foreign or second language 

learning to be more demanding than children (Ganschow et al., 1998). As people who do not live 

in an English-speaking country, myriads of Iranian EFL learners are encountering a new dimension 

of language learning, which is called E-learning. 

According to Lee et al. (2009), the notion of E-learning refers to a series of activities such 

as communication, multimedia, collaboration, knowledge transfer, and training that are all 

conducted through the Internet and web-based materials. We need to accept the undeniable fact 

that with a variety of devices and technologies such as smartphones, laptops, etc. E-learning has 

expanded rapidly (Al-Fraihat et al., 2020; Kumar Basak et al., 2018). 

Moreover, the term ‘gloss’ which is utilized in the current study refers to a brief notation, 

(especially a marginal one) of the meaning of a word (key term/technical term) in a text. Currently, 

a gloss is commonly found in a text as an appendix of particular terms (i.e., key terms or technical 

terms) that the reader of that text may discover new. Also, as far as the complexity and 

thoroughness of the glosses are concerned, they vary from simple marginal notations in a text that 

might seem unfamiliar or technical, to interlinear translations of a text such as the Bible or Holy 

Quran with cross-references to relevant passages that help readers work out the meanings of the 

original text easily (Shiki, 2008). 
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Furthermore, the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) is a branch of E-learning that 

utilizes networked computers/devices to provide some functions and opportunities to professors, 

lecturers, instructors, learners, students, etc. (Dayag, 2018). 

Until a few years ago, the education system in Iran favored traditional methods and 

approaches to language teaching and learning, that is, students, teachers, and professors had to 

attend the classrooms at school or college to have face-to-face and physical interaction (Minou, 

2010). Nowadays, whether you like it or not, during the COVID-19 quarantine, the utilization of 

technology-based materials is widely discussed in the academic community due to the fact that 

they can provide us with several opportunities or flexibilities such as more accessibility to 

materials and educational courses for the students/learners, allowing them to study and work 

simultaneously (i.e., establish a balance between education, work, and routine activities), etc. 

Considering the fact that by using some techniques such as capitalizing, italicizing, 

underlining, etc., which are generally referred to as input enhancement techniques we can draw 

the readers’ attention to the key/main elements of the text (Smith, 1981); thus, the goal of this 

study is to explore the potential effect of using textual glosses through a VLE on the reading 

comprehension of the Iranian upper-intermediate EFL MA candidates. As the majority of people 

find dictionaries indispensable resources to look up the unfamiliar words that they might encounter 

while reading a passage, text, report, etc. providing them with the textual glosses of the key terms 

might relieve them from this burden. Accordingly, using glosses (e.g., textual, pictorial, and picto-

textual) is deemed to be important and needs to be utilized properly (Park et al., 2012; Shalmani 

& Sabet, 2010). 

  



6 

 

Statement of the problem 

 

As one of the core areas of communication, reading is considered to be one of the four 

macro skills that many students find to be highly problematic due to the unfamiliar vocabulary, 

and the great desideratum to consult their dictionaries all the time may impair their ability to think 

and concentrate (Chen, 2012). The significance of using glosses in enhancing learners’ reading 

comprehension has already been acknowledged as it can assist the students while reading (Alharbi, 

2018). Therefore, the absence of a glossed text and/or glossary (the collection of glosses) at the 

end of a book, an academic paper, or an article may also aggravate the situation. Regrettably, this 

problem may impact all readers of authentic or non-authentic texts (non-authentic texts are those 

that have been simplified and designed for language students based on their current level); 

regarding this, their inability to comprehend the whole text and to answer the pertinent questions 

of the text that are closely intertwined might undermine their confidence and lead to frustration, 

anger, or even aggression.  

Taking into account the above-mentioned facts about the significance of the glosses, and 

taking into consideration that the findings are contradictory with respect to the usefulness of using 

textual glosses as far as reading comprehension and/or vocabulary acquisition are concerned, 

therefore, in the present study, the researcher aims to investigate the probable relationship between 

utilizing textual glosses through a VLE on the reading comprehension of the Iranian upper-

intermediate EFL MA candidates. 
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Review of Literature 

 

The literature review of the current study seeks to explore some of the main factors that 

can affect the process of reading comprehension by people, learners, and students. As a result, this 

section of the present study aims to provide a review of studies carried out in the realm of the 

Internet, technology, distance learning, and reading comprehension.  

To be more specific, first, it begins with theoretical and general studies, next, it provides 

some empirical studies exploring what other scholars have done in action with respect to these 

factors. 

The Internet and Technology. As a two-edged sword, the Internet is regarded as a 

language learning and communication tool that has an undeniable effect on many aspects of our 

lives and societies. Moreover, technology and education are closely connected to each other. In 

other words, the mainstream belief is that as technology advances, we must alter our teaching 

and/or learning styles in order to take the foremost advantage of the given opportunity. Knowing 

the fact that education can vastly enrich our lives and in order to make educational outcomes even 

more fruitful, almost all people from families to school members and policymakers are spending 

a considerable amount of money/time on the use of technology (Bulman & Fairlie, 2016). 

However, according to Linn et al. (2004), new technological devices, despite all their improvement 

and advantages, might also bring about new concerns, and challenges, and/or create anxiety for 

people of the world by introducing and/or establishing new rules for our social relationships. 

More specifically, E-learning, distance learning, online learning, and virtual learning are 

closely related/equivalent to each other. Concerning this, several studies (Bates & Poole, 2003; 

Daoud et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2022; Ulum, 2022) have already confirmed the positive relationship 
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between using technology and the academic success of the students. However, various sources 

(Arkorful & Abaidoo, 2015; Chu, 2014) have suggested that the utilization of technology may also 

present challenges and concerns for students and educators. 

Virtual Learning Environments and Education. There is a general consensus that VLEs 

are consolidated within educational settings. Therefore, questioning their acceptance is a futile 

attempt as they have become inseparable parts of the teaching and learning process (Alves et al., 

2017). 

Also, VLEs have advanced from simple computer labs to complex environments with 

respect to the rapid development of information and communications technologies known as ICT 

(Ozerbas & Erdogan, 2016). Regarding this, while the students’ positive perception may lead to 

their academic advancement, negative perception may lead to unfavorable outcomes (Kauffman, 

2015). Several studies (Akbulut, 2008; Al Seghayer, 2001; Chen, 2016; Khezrlou et al., 2017; 

Shalmani & Sabet, 2010; Türk & Erçetin, 2014; Zarei & Mahmoodzadeh, 2014) have confirmed 

the inevitable effects of using multimedia glosses on reading comprehension and language 

acquisition. 

Zarei and Mahmoodzadeh (2014), for instance, conducted a study to investigate the 

probable effect of different multimedia glosses on the reading comprehension and vocabulary 

production of the students. Using 65 female students of a high school in Qazvin, Iran for the 

treatment, they divided the students into 4 groups; three of which were regarded as the multimedia 

gloss groups, and one group was the control group of the study. They gathered the data; the data 

were analyzed, and the results revealed that for reading comprehension no significant differences 

were found among the groups. However, regarding vocabulary production, the experimental 

groups of the study outperformed the control group.  
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Likewise, Chen (2016) carried out a study to investigate the potential effect(s) of three 

different gloss modes on elementary college students’ reading comprehension and vocabulary 

acquisition. They were divided into three groups of Mandarin-speaking college freshmen; they 

were given an English passage each with different gloss formats; the data was obtained and 

analyzed afterward. The results indicated that the marginal gloss mode resulted in the highest 

scores on the multiple-choice (MC) test. 

Similarly, according to the study of Khezrlou et al. (2017), 99 university EFL learners 

participated in the research the aim of which was to investigate the fruitfulness of explicit, 

incidental, and intentional learning conditions on reading comprehension and vocabulary 

acquisition of the students in a multimedia context. In the second condition (incidental condition) 

participants received multimedia glosses while reading the texts. Results revealed that the 

participants of the second group received high scores on the reading comprehension test. 

By examining the previous literature, we can come up with the idea that although there are 

several studies on the importance of using input enhancement techniques, few studies considered 

the potential effect of glossed texts on the reading comprehension of the learners in this 

catastrophic pandemic; therefore, this study tries to address the issue. 

Significance of the Study 

 

Knowing the fact that being able to read the target language is one of the most important 

ways of enhancing our knowledge of that language, and by considering the probable challenges 

that learners might face in this way, providing them with some aids to overcome these challenges 

and to boost their reading comprehension ability is a must. As a result, the findings of this study 

might contribute to the field of technology and language teaching/learning (especially, reading 
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comprehension) by encouraging teachers, professors, and course designers to pay due attention to 

the use of textual glosses in our resources, especially for the students below the advanced level of 

English. In this way, the teachers/professors will become more aware of the importance of 

maintaining the process of reading of the students by having glossed text materials pertinent to the 

student's current level of proficiency. Likewise, students will understand that there is no need to 

check every single word that they might find complicated or unfamiliar by using dictionaries; 

therefore, these glosses might expedite the reading comprehension speed of the students as well. 

Objectives of the Study 

 

We might already have heard that different techniques have been used over all these years 

to improve the reading comprehension ability of the learners, namely, taking advantage of input 

enhancement techniques such as using bold-type/underlined vocabulary to emphasize the key 

terms of the text, color coding, italicizing, etc. (Park et al., 2012; Smith, 1981). The objective of 

the present study was to determine whether using textual glosses (also called glossed text or 

annotated text) contributes to the improvement of the reading comprehension of the Iranian upper-

intermediate EFL MA candidates. It would distinguish the significance of using textual glosses 

within a passage and observe the impact on the Iranian upper-intermediate EFL MA candidates’ 

reading comprehension ability. 

Research Question: 

 

The study intends to answer the following question: 

Q: Does using textual glosses through a VLE have any statistically significant effect on the 

reading comprehension of the Iranian upper-intermediate EFL MA candidates? 
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Research Hypothesis (Null Hypothesis): 

 

In line with the above-mentioned question, the following null hypothesis will be tested: 

H0: Using textual glosses through a VLE has no statistically significant effect on the 

reading comprehension of the Iranian upper-intermediate EFL MA candidates. 

Methodology 

 

Research Design 

 

In this study, the quantitative methods for assessing outcomes and comparing the results 

of the two groups (i.e., the experimental group and control group) were used. Furthermore, 

experimental analysis was employed to specify the direction of the relationship (i.e., to determine 

which one was the causal factor, and which one was the effect) between utilizing textual glosses 

through a VLE on the reading comprehension of the Iranian upper-intermediate EFL MA 

candidates. 

Participants 

 

Using simple random sampling to ensure both internal and external validity, a total number 

of 20 senior students who were majoring in English Translation at the Islamic Azad University-

Rasht Branch, Iran (both female and male learners) took part in the study (their ages ranged 

between 21 and 25). Therefore, the population of this study was all the senior English Translation 

students of IAU Rasht. They were divided into two equal groups. In addition, they were upper-

intermediate MA candidates, namely, they were willing to take their academic careers to the next 

level, which was the Master’s degree. Also, Persian (Farsi) was their mother tongue, and the 
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English proficiency level of the participants was upper-intermediate according to their scores on 

the placement test. 

Table 1 

Demographic characteristics of the participants 

 

Instruments 

 

Placement test: 

To identify the proficiency level of the participants, an Oxford Quick Placement Test 

(OQPT) (Syndicate, 2001) was administered to classify them based on their scores. OQPT 

consisted of 60 multiple-choice items; also, it was divided into two main parts. Then, only upper-

intermediate students were allowed to take part in the study because as far as the scoring of OQPT 

was concerned, those students who could successfully answer 37-47 items were recognized as 

upper-intermediate ones. 
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Reading comprehension passage: 

A reading comprehension passage and five multiple-choice (MC) questions were 

distributed among the participants. It must be noted that the validity and reliability of the passage 

had already been confirmed as they were part of the high-stake MA English Language University 

Entrance Exam (Konkour) administered in 2019-2020.  

(Retrieved from http://www.sanjesh.org/group.aspx?gid=2) 

Research Procedure 

 

It is worth noting that before conducting the study, participants were fully informed that 

the anonymity of the respondents and the confidentiality of their responses would be guaranteed 

so that their responses would not be influenced by such thought-provoking distractors. Also, 

informed consent was obtained from the participants to make sure that all of them were enthusiastic 

about doing the tests. To have qualified and homogeneous groups, first, a language proficiency 

test was administered among almost all of the senior English Translation students at Islamic Azad 

University, Rasht Branch, Iran. Some students were distinguished as upper-intermediate students. 

Since the total number of the groups needed to be the same, and due to the ease of gathering and 

calculating the data, 20 students were cherry-picked (considering the number of male and female 

students). In order to have an equal probability of being chosen, simple random sampling was 

used. More specifically, the names of all participants were written on small pieces of paper. For 

each group to have a total number of 10 participants, the researcher drew the names one by one 

from a hat. The simplicity and lack of bias were the reasons behind preferring to use a simple 

random sampling.  

http://www.sanjesh.org/group.aspx?gid=2
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For the first group, which consisted of 10 students, an advanced reading comprehension 

passage and its five multiple-choice questions were disseminated via WhatsApp Messenger and/or 

Telegram Messenger incorporating the textual glosses into the passage. For the control group, 

however, the same passage and the same questions were distributed, albeit this time without the 

application of textual glosses. Using any kind of dictionary was prohibited, and they were obliged 

to submit their answers within 30 minutes. 

Data Analysis 

 

The participants were given the OQPT. Once it was finished, they were divided into several 

groups according to the results. The upper-intermediate group was allowed to proceed further. 

After the administration of the multiple-choice tests, each item that was correctly answered 

received a score of 4 marks. Also, the total score was 20. Once the students submitted their answers 

within 30 minutes, their answers were scored and analyzed using the IBM SPSS (version 26) right 

after a five-minute break. Moreover, both descriptive statistics (i.e., mode, mean, median, etc.) and 

inferential statistics (i.e., independent sample t-test) were included in the study. 
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Time Table for research 

 

 Introduction 

Review of 

Literature 

Data Collection 

Analysis and 

Interpretation 
Results and Conclusion 

Bahman 1400      

Esfand 1400      

Farvardin 1401      

Ordibehesht 1401      

Khordad 1401      

 

Results: 

 

The results concerning the scores of the two groups are as follows: 

Table 2 

Scores of the students on the data view window 
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Sample characteristics 

 A visual inspection of the histograms of the data, normal Q-Q plots, and box plots indicated 

that the results were approximately normally distributed for both groups of the study in terms of 

skewness and kurtosis (Appendix D). 

Table 3 reports the mean, median, mode, standard deviation, variance, range, minimum, 

and maximum of the information regarding the total number of correct and wrong answers, and 

the total score of the students out of 20. 

Table 3 

Descriptive statistics 

 

Furthermore, with respect to the frequency, percent, and cumulative percent of the 

variables, the results are shown in greater detail in Tables 4 to 9. 
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Table 4 

The nature of the groups 

 

Table 5 

Age of the students 

 

Table 6 

Sex of the students 

 

 Table 7 

 Total number of wrong answers 
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 Table 8 

 Total number of correct answers 

 

 Table 9 

 Total score out of 20 

 

Furthermore, as the scores are normally distributed, by using a parametric method, the 

results concerning the Independent Samples t-Test are reported in Tables 10-11. 

 Table 10 

 Group statistics 
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Table 11 

Independent samples test 

 

 Considering Levene's Test for Equality of Variances, the F-value is 4.108. Also, we can 

come up with the idea that the P-value (sig.) 0.058 is slightly bigger than 0.05. Therefore, we have 

equality of variances (t (18) = -1.853, and the p-value is less than 0.05). 

As shown in the abovementioned tables, the results of the second group that received 

treatment through textual glosses were meaningfully higher than the first group. That is, the textual 

glosses were effective enough to improve the student’s reading comprehension ability because 

according to Table 10, the mean of the control group in this study was 5.2000 and the mean of the 

experimental group was 9.2000. 

Accordingly, the current research sought to find an answer to the following question: 

Q: Does using textual glosses through a VLE have any statistically significant effect on the reading 

comprehension of the Iranian upper-intermediate EFL MA candidates? 

The answer to the question is yes according to the results earlier reported. Also, the null hypothesis 

is rejected. 

  



20 

 

Discussion: 

 

The present study sought to find a satisfactory answer to the following question:  

Q: Does using textual glosses through a VLE have any statistically significant effect on the reading 

comprehension of the Iranian upper-intermediate EFL MA candidates? By rejecting the prior null 

hypothesis, the answer to this question is “yes”. The experiment revealed that the experimental 

group of the current study outperformed the control group. As a result, there is a positive 

relationship between the utilization of textual glosses through a VLE on the reading 

comprehension of the Iranian upper-intermediate EFL MA candidates. 

Moreover, to contextualize the findings of the present study within the previous research, 

it needs to be mentioned that the results of the study are in line with several studies addressed in 

the literature review section (Akbulut, 2008; Chen, 2016; Khezrlou et al., 2017; Shalmani & Sabet, 

2010; Türk & Erçetin, 2014; Zarei & Mahmoodzadeh, 2014). 

Conclusion 

 

In the past, accessibility to learning materials had been restricted to a few people. Thanks 

to our cutting-edge technologies, nowadays, traditional boundaries of education are removed. As 

a direct result of the integration of technology and language learning and/or teaching, E-learning 

plays a fundamental role in education. In conclusion, as noted in the current study, the significance 

of reading comprehension ability is unavoidable, therefore, by developing effective pedagogical 

strategies and techniques we will be able to help those who find reading comprehension an 

agonizing and difficult skill to cope with. The present study disclosed that by using textual glosses 

we can alleviate the potential problems of reading comprehension. In this way, the student’s 

overall understanding of reading passages improves dramatically. Consequently, teachers, 
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instructors, lecturers, tutors, and professors need to pay due attention to the desired impact of using 

multimedia glosses. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 

The present study, like all studies, might suffer from some limitations. It needs to be 

mentioned that due to the total number of participants (20 students) the expected outcomes of this 

study might not be regarded as generalizable evidence to substantiate the claim that using textual 

glosses will certainly alleviate the potential problems the readers are confronted with while reading 

a text since due to the nature of academic research, the number of participants in the current study 

was not adequate enough to make an unquestionable decision regarding the results that was 

obtained from the study. Also, the participants were told not to use any dictionaries in the process 

of reading the passage and answering the multiple-choice questions, however, due to the Covid-

19 quarantine, there was no face-to-face interaction to determine and/or monitor whether they used 

dictionaries or not. Furthermore, the current study targeted only Guilanian upper-intermediate MA 

candidates from IAU Rasht, therefore, it is probable that students from different places might 

perform differently. Finally, due to the shortage of time, the researcher could not pilot the 

instruments to justify why he selected those instruments. 

Suggestions for further research 

 

Another area to examine may be other types of factors whose effects on reading 

comprehension can be investigated. Thus, one may replicate this study to explore the probable 

effects of using different types of glosses on different aspects of L2 learning using a greater number 

of participants since more attention needs to be paid to the use of glosses for pedagogical practices. 
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Appendix A 

 

The reading comprehension passage and its five pertinent questions are listed below. 

(Retrieved from http://www.sanjesh.org/group.aspx?gid=2) 

Passage: 

Immigration by people from Ukrainian Eastern Europe into Canada began as a trickle in 1891 

when the first arrivals settled in Alberta; the movement gained momentum in 1896 when more 

than twelve thousand came to settle in Manitoba and other parts of the prairie region of Canada. 

Over the next two decades, many more came, most of them moving to lands along the woodland 

margin of the prairies. Settling as individual farmers, claiming their land, they frequently found 

themselves sharing a district with people from widely scattered parts of Europe-from Scandinavia, 

Great Britain, and non-Ukrainian parts of Eastern Europe. 

The folk building traditions of the Ukraine relied strongly on log construction techniques, and 

these newcomers were able to use their traditional techniques immediately without having to adopt 

log building methods from established groups. Little stood in the way of their building, except for 

the need to secure adequate supplies of logs. Those with access to trees were quick to exploit these 

opportunities, pine always being preferred for its superior quality. The only other materials needed 

to replicate the traditional Ukrainian dwelling were clay for plaster and a supply of thatching 

material for the roof-rye straw was the material of choice, though marsh grass often had to be 

substituted in Canada. Most needed materials could be found readily. 

 Almost all pioneers have had the difficulty of constructing a "quick house in which to survive the 

first winter. On the Canadian prairies, such shelters were often dug into hillsides and had exposed 

walls of sod. Details of these expedient, usually temporary, shelters have been the subject of a 

good deal of folklore, and a common theme is surviving the hardship imposed by often cramped 

http://www.sanjesh.org/group.aspx?gid=2
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quarters and remarkably crude construction. Ukrainians, among others on the prairies, also faced 

these difficulties, but as with most pioneers they moved quickly to fashion more substantial 

housing, using the methods and traditions brought with them from their former homelands. The 

typical Ukrainian dwelling consisted of a rectangular structure encompassing a large and a small 

room. Ukrainian custom dictated that dwellings face south with the only door and most of the 

windows located so as to receive the winter sun. 

Questions: 

A- According to the passage, which of the following is true of Ukrainian immigration to Canada? 

1) It reached its greatest level in the early 1800's. 

2) It was greater in 1891 than in 1896. 

3) It increased in the early 1900's. 

4) It began with a single large group of immigrants. 

B- According to the passage, all of the following were true of Ukrainian immigrants in Canada 

EXCEPT many……. 

1) were farmers who worked their own land. 

2) lived in Alberta before moving to Manitoba and other regions. 

3) lived in areas with immigrants from other ethnic groups. 

4) settled in prairie areas. 

C- Which of the following is mentioned as a reason why Ukrainian immigrants in Canada were 

well qualified to build homes? 

1) They did not need to learn new building methods. 

2) They were helped by already established settlers. 

3) Traditional Ukrainian buildings required little effort to construct. 
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4) They brought many of their building materials with them to Canada. 

D- The passage suggests that Ukrainian immigrants sometimes had difficulty obtaining which of 

the following materials in Canada? 

1) Clay 

2) Pinewood 

3) Rye straw 

4) Marsh grass 

E- The word "them" in paragraph 3 refers to…… 

1) prairies 

2) Ukrainians 

3) Difficulties 

4) methods 
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Appendix B: The Placement Test 
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The test ranking is as follows: 

1-17 Beginner 

18-27 Elementary 

28-36 Lower-intermediate 

37-47 Upper-intermediate 

48-55 Advanced 

56-60 Very advanced 
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Appendix C  

 

The supplementary information of the data using SPSS: 

 Table 12 

 Case processing summary 

 

Table 13 

Percentiles 
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 Table 14 

 Descriptives 

 

As far as the normality of the scores is concerned, by looking at the above table, we can 

come up with the idea that it is correct with skewness of 0.234 (SE = 0.687) and kurtosis of -0.347 

(SE = 1.334) for the control group of the study and skewness of -0.368 (SE = 0.687) and kurtosis 
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of -1.414 (SE = 1.334) for the experimental group of the study; that is, all four z-values are within 

+/- 1.96 (Cramer, 1998; Cramer & Howitt, 2004; Doane & Seward, 2011).  

 Table 15 

 Extreme values 
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 Figure 1 

 The total score of the control group out of 20 (Histogram) 

 

Figure 2 

 The total score of the experimental group out of 20 (Histogram) 
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Figure 3 

The total score of both groups out of 20 (box plots) 

 

  



40 

 

 Figure 4 

 Normal Q-Q plot for the control group 

 

Figure 5 

 Normal Q-Q plot for the experimental group 

 


