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Use of multimodal glosses in 
teaching English vocabulary for 
non-English specialised 
undergraduates in public 
university in Nepal
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Knowledge of vocabulary is an essential aspect of language development. Most of 
the non-English specialised students feel hesitation in communicating in English 
due to limited vocabulary. Effective vocabulary teaching and learning can be aided 
by multimodal glosses. In this rationale, this mixed methods participatory action 
research is intended to investigate the effect of multimodal glosses in improving 
the English vocabulary of non-English specilised EFL students in a public university 
in Nepal. The study was conducted in a three-month intervention experiment 
for an intact class of 60 non-English specilised undergraduates. The data were 
collected from tests (pre-test, progress-test, and post-test), and interviews. The 
data were analysed using quantitative statistics (mean, standard deviation, and 
T-test), and the data from the unstructured interview were analysed descriptively. 
The overall results revealed that the use of multimodal glosses led to significant 
improvements in students’ English vocabulary and its use. The findings suggest 
that the study’s intervention, the use of multimodal glosses, was effective in 
improving non-English specialised undergraduates’ ability to develop, comprehend, 
and use English vocabulary. Thus, students and teachers are to be  aware of 
using multimodal glosses contextually to increase, understand, and adopt English 
vocabulary appropriately.
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Introduction

Vocabulary refers to the words of a language that include a single item, phrase, or group 
of several words that have a specific meaning. Vocabulary includes not only all the words in a 
language but also the way words collocate into lexical phrases or chunks. Vocabularies are 
taken as the basic units of language, and effective communication is not possible without 
knowledge and understanding of the words used in the language. Getting mastery over 
vocabulary is crucial for everyone who wishes to learn a language. Vocabulary is an essential 
aspect for developing competence and performance along with the process of language 
development (Harmon et al., 2009; Cummings et al., 2018; Yokubjonova, 2020). Language 
learning without an ample repertoire of vocabulary is impossible. The learners who are 
learning English as their foreign (EFL) or additional language (EAL) are often struggling with 
vocabulary. The students who pursue their academic career in EFL or EAL contexts, begin 
English language learning with a lower level of vocabulary, so they are in need of struggle in 
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learning language (NALDIC, 2015; Brooks et  al., 2021). Due to a 
limited vocabulary repertoire, EFL and EAL require more time and 
effort to learn English.

Knowledge of vocabulary does not mean only understanding the 
meaning of the words; it also includes the way of getting mastery over 
language skills, literary genres, and language aspects. Polok and 
Starowicz (2022) argue that learning a foreign language is impossible 
without a sound command of the majority of its words. Learning a 
foreign language’s vocabulary is one of the most important aspects of 
language competence for enhancing learners’ overall linguistic growth 
and development (Katemba, 2022). In the same context, research 
shows that an EFL learner should know 98 percent of their vocabulary 
with its contextual use and meaning to get mastery over the language 
(Schmitt et al., 2001). Thus, vocabulary is regarded as the heart of 
language, without which it is impossible to imagine the existence 
of language.

As an educator and English language instructor, I  have 
experienced teaching English vocabulary as a great challenge for the 
learners who are learning English as a foreign or additional language 
in the universities of Nepal. The students are recommended several 
reading courses where they need to read, comprehend the text, and do 
the exercises. But they do not show their interest in reading those texts 
because of their limited ability to understand the vocabulary used in 
the texts. On the one hand, they have less knowledge of English 
vocabulary, and on the other hand, they do not understand the 
meaning of the lexemes used in the text. I remembered a day of my 
teaching in which I asked them to read a poem, “The Ballad of a Dead 
Friend,” composed by Edwin Arlington Robinson, find out the 
meaning of the various words, phrases, and lexical chunks used in the 
poem, and then use them in meaningful sentences. The murmur was, 
“hamilai sabdaharuko artha kehi audaina, sar le kaam gara bhane 
bhayo kasari garne ho” [We do not know the meaning of the words, 
sir told us to do it, but how to do it?]. Most of them did not do that 
because they did not find their meaning in the dictionaries they had. 
Most of the time, I teach them the texts translating such unfamiliar 
vocabulary into Nepali because they are hesitant to communicate in 
English due to a lack of lexical knowledge. While teaching them in 
English into Nepali, they do not get exposure to English, and at the 
same time, the objectives of the curriculum are not achieved on the 
one hand, and using Nepali cannot be  the sole solution in 
multilingual classes.

Similar to my experiences, Al-Bukhari and Dewey (2023) state 
that it is a universal challenge for all English teachers to find effective, 
creative, and innovative ways of teaching vocabulary for EFl students. 
Moreover, a lack of one to one correspondence between spelling, 
pronunciation, and word meaning and difficulty in pronunciation, 
idiomatic expressions make teaching English vocabulary to EFL 
learners more difficult (Astatia, 2019). Moreover, as my experiences, 
Sari and Wardani (2019) also felt that lexical problems affected 
students’ communication in English. All these accounts, students’ 
behaviours, and my experiences made me feel that students produce 
such expressions due to a lack of knowledge of appropriate 
understanding, choice, and use of English vocabulary, and that special 
techniques need to be applied for making them comfortable with 
learning English vocabulary and the language. Difficulties in teaching 
English vocabulary lead English teachers to some steps they can take 
to overcome the problem (Sari and Wardani, 2019). According to Das 
(2007), the English vocabulary proficiency of students in urban 

community schools is higher than that of students in rural community 
schools. Similar to this, Sijali (2016) also finds that students in 
community schools who were instructed in the grammar translation 
method had a lower level of English vocabulary than those who were 
instructed in the English language at institutional schools, though 
both types of students did not have the satisfactory level of proficiency 
required for effective communication in English. Dhungana (2011) 
finds that the students who were familiar with sense relation in 
English could have better knowledge to use vocabulary in the context. 
In this issue, Magar (2021) argues that Nepali students learning 
English could have less exposure to the English language, and as a 
result, they are unable to use the words in the context even if they 
know the words. All these accounts reveal that teachers are the change 
makers and can apply several strategies and techniques for making 
EFL students able to cope with English vocabulary and its contextual 
use. In this context, I  believe multimodal glosses for teaching 
vocabulary can be one of the best techniques for EFL students in 
multilingual classes in Nepal.

Glossing helps for second language vocabulary learning and 
retention (Al-Seghayer, 2001; Ramezanali and Faez, 2019). Glossing 
is a useful technique in multilingual and multileveled classes for 
teaching EFL vocabulary. Glossing helps to avoid incorrect guessing, 
decrease dependency on dictionaries, promote learners’ autonomy in 
learning vocabulary, and help them learn with techniques that suit 
their levels and interests (Ko, 2012; Al-Seghayer, 2001). Glosses can 
be in different forms and formats. Research shows that multimedia, 
multiple choice, glossary, text, video, audio, definition, example, 
picture, etc. are the forms of glosses that can be used in unimodal 
(only one) or multimodal (combination of two or more) for teaching 
vocabulary (Al-Seghayer, 2001; Boers et al., 2017a; Yanagisawa et al., 
2020; Yeh and Wang, 2003). Glosses are often used to teach unfamiliar 
and difficult words, which enable the students to comprehend the EFL 
words and texts without interruption and limit the use of a dictionary. 
Studies claim that Multimodal glosses are more useful for promoting 
learners’ vocabulary knowledge (Ouyang et al., 2020; Ramezanali and 
Faez, 2019). However, Lin and Tseng (2012) concede in their research 
that glosses in texts and videos are more useful for teaching unfamiliar 
words in a second language. Moreover, multimodal glosses of pictures, 
videos, and gestures are more effective and successful in learning 
second language vocabulary (Andrä et al., 2020; Morett, 2019). In her 
research, Rassaei (2017) insists that the students who were exposed to 
audio glosses achieved a higher degree of vocabulary than those who 
were exposed only to textual glosses. In university education of Nepal, 
English is taught as a compulsory subject with the aim of developing 
communicative ability of the students though they are not majoring 
in English. In the same vein, Rai (2019) concludes that vocabulary 
learning can be  enhanced by using YouTube videos though the 
students face problems in understanding pronunciation and 
comprehending the texts. But teaching vocabulary is not given special 
and separate space in the curricula and textbooks (Sijali, 2016); 
instead, it is integrated within reading texts and very limited words are 
given as the glossary in each text where, students are expected to learn 
vocabulary from the text itself. So, both teachers and students are not 
eager to put particular attention towards them, even though 
vocabulary is the basic foundation for developing language skills, 
aspects, literary genres, and language competency, which leads to 
limited knowledge in the English language and makes students feel 
difficulty communicating in English. In this context, the purpose of 
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the research is to explore the effect of glosses on developing EFL 
students’ English vocabulary in public universities in Nepal.

Theoretical framework

In this research, I  investigated the role of glosses for teaching 
English vocabulary in the context of a public university in Nepal, where 
English-learning students are expected to communicate in the language 
expertly, efficiently, effectively, and successfully without any hesitation. 
Along with demonstrating the application of glosses in classroom 
teaching, I confirm a prediction that multimodal glosses could be a 
better technique than unimodal glosses for building learners confidence 
in learning, understanding, and using English vocabulary. The Dual 
Coding Theory (DCT) introduced by Allan Paivo in 1971 focuses on the 
use of two codes (visual codes and verbal/symbolic codes) to facilitate 
the students encoding of the information effectively, successfully and 
enable them to retrieve it later in need of contextual use (Clark, 2021; 
Loveless, 2022; Jennifer et al., 2007). Ramezanali et al. (2021) suggest 
that the use of two modal glosses can be effective for teaching English 
vocabulary. In this study, I used a multimodal combination of text, 
picture, definition, audio, video, gesture, and example glosses in teaching 
English vocabulary for undergraduate non-English specialised students 
who are learning EFL for communication.

Research questions

 i To what extent does the use of multimodal glosses improve 
university students’ English vocabulary in the EFL context 
of Nepal?

 ii What do students perceive about the usefulness of multimodal 
glosses in improving their English vocabulary?

Research methodology

Collaborative Mixed Methods Participatory Action Research 
(CMMPAR) was the research design used in this study. The students’ 
inability to communicate effectively and meaningfully in English due to 
their limited knowledge and understanding of vocabulary was explored 
as a classroom problem, which I experienced during my teaching for 
non-English specialised students. CMMPAR is an effective design to 
provide a comprehensive assessment of the problem, make a solid and 
effective plan, and conduct rigorous evaluation of the intervention(s) 
for the improvement of the students through the integration of 
quantitative and qualitative data (Mills, 2011; Ivankova, 2015; Ivankova, 
2017). The results of quantitative data provide a base for qualitative data 
to explore deeper information and an adequate solution to the problem. 
CMMPAR supports achieving the pragmatic and transformative goals 
of the research (Ivankova and Wongo, 2018; Shulha and Wilson, 2003). 
In this research, multimodal glosses were the interventions used to 
improve students’ English vocabulary. With my close attachment to the 
students as an English instructor, I experienced that most of the students 
mostly found it difficult to comprehend and use English words in the 
reading texts, which left them unable to interpret the text adequately. 
So, I used multimodal glosses and the students’ participation in several 
activities and exercises to improve their English vocabulary.

Participants

The participants in this study were 60 non-English-majoring first-
year undergraduates in the faculty of education at a public university in 
Nepal. The participants were from different geographical locations and 
with different mother tongues. A test on vocabulary was taken to 
maintain the homogeneity of their English language proficiency prior to 
experimenting with intervention. An intact class consisting 60 
non-English specialised students was selected, where they were obliged 
to take a compulsory English course for developing communicative skill. 
I was responsible for teaching them the English course. I taught them 
reading passages by making lesson plans, and in each lesson, they were 
taught vocabulary with multimodal glosses to understand the meaning 
of unfamiliar words and use them in the contexts. They were also 
exposed to the role of multimodal glosses in improving vocabulary 
power and their use. Each lesson lasted for 45 min and was split into two 
stages: building knowledge and putting it into context. During the first 
phase, I  taught them texts explaining vocabulary with multimodal 
glosses and some exercises. In the second stage, I gave them different 
exercises from the text book prescribed for them, where they were asked 
to supply synonyms, antonyms, matches, locates, definitions, and uses of 
vocabularies. The exercises were based on the texts they learned, and they 
were encouraged to use the words in a meaningful context. In each 
lesson, the students were given 10 min to read the particular text and find 
out the unfamiliar words, and then the teacher took 15 min to describe 
the text and vocabulary using suitable multimodal glosses, engaging 
them in the vocabulary-related exercises given in the book, which were 
designed in the form of multiple-choice questions and finding word 
meaning. Then, for the last 20 min, they were engaged in post-reading 
activities that consisted of making sentences, matching, substitution, and 
giving synonyms and antonyms. The teacher worked with them as a 
participant, creating interaction and discussion among them in both 
stages. Each day in each lesson, they were given a homework assignment, 
which was checked the following day, and feedback was provided. Such 
activities continued for 3 months, six periods per week, that is, 72 days 
in total, reducing the number of Saturdays and public holidays.

Among the participants, six were from Brahmin and Chhetry, two 
were Newar, 11 were Gurung, nine were Magar, 13 were Tamang, and 
19 were of Dalit ethnicities. Similarly, 30 of them spoke Nepali, 10 of 
them spoke Gurung, 11 of them spoke Tamang, five spoke Magar, one 
spoke Newari, and three spoke some other languages as their mother 
tongue. The age range of the participants was 19–25 years old, and 44 
of them were from community-based schools, while only 16 were 
from institutional schools. 48 of them were female, and only 12 were 
male. Among 60 students, 10 were selected purposively for interview 
in order to explore their perceptions on the use and necessity of 
multimodal glosses in learning English vocabulary.

Tools and procedures

The tools used in this study were tests, observations, and interviews. 
The students took a pre-test before the intervention, a progress test in 
between the intervention, and a post-test at the end of the session. One 
hour was allocated for each test, and the tests included a set of matching 
(consists of 10 items), 10 multiple-choice items, one set of five words to 
supply synonyms, one set of five words to supply antonyms, one set of 
five words to use the words in sentences, five fill in the blanks, and one 
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set of 10 words to construct a readable paragraph or story using the given 
words. Altogether, there were 50 questions worth 50 marks (Appendix A). 
The test was piloted among 20 students of the same level who were not 
participants in this study prior to the real administration. For the sake of 
validity and reliability of the test, I showed them to the three experienced 
professors of the university and got feedback from them. Based on the 
results of the piloting, and the feedback from the professors, the tests 
were finalised and administered. The pre-test, progress test, and post-test 
were selected from the reading texts of the book English for the New 
Millennium, a text book prescribed for the first-year undergraduates in 
the faculty of education at a public university in Nepal (Awasthi et al., 
2015). The same set of test items was used in the pre, progress, and post 
tests for measuring the progress of the students and seeing the effect of 
the intervention. However, they were not informed that they were being 
tested on the same item because the order of presenting questions in each 
set was different. The pre-test was taken before the intervention to 
identify the students’ vocabulary power, and the post-test was taken after 
the use of multimodal glosses in teaching vocabulary for 3 months. 
Between the pre-test and post-test, one progress test was conducted to 
explore how effectively the intervention was functioning. All the scores 
of each test were recorded and analysed using simple statistical tools like 
mean and standard deviation. During the three-month treatment period, 
I worked together with the students engaging in the group work as a 
member, monitoring and facilitating them, and also observed their 
behaviour, which I recorded in a daily note. Then, I compared the results 
of the pre-test, progress tests, and post-test in order to find out the effect 
of multimodal glosses on improving students’ English vocabulary power. 
Then, to explore the students’ perceptions of the usefulness of multimodal 
glosses for improving their English vocabulary, I  conducted semi- 
structured interviews with the selected participants. I asked them to 
share their feelings, experiences, and practises for understanding and 
using vocabulary with the use of multimodal glosses. The interviews 
were recorded, coded, categorised, thematized, and is analysed 
descriptively by myself. I  Interpretated the results of experiments, 
observations, and interviews integrated them into the discussion. I have 
maintained the research ethics throughout the research process by giving 
adequate credit to the cited resources, maintaining unanimity among the 
participants, and using pseudonyms in the report.

Results

The results are presented as per the research questions: the use of 
multimodal glosses to improve students English vocabulary and the 
students’ opinions towards the usefulness of multimodal glosses for 
improving, comprehending, and using English vocabulary. The modes 
of glosses used in the study are presented in Table 1.

Use of multimodal glosses to improve 
university non-English major students’ 
English vocabulary

To examine the effect of multimodal glosses on improving the 
English vocabulary of non-English specialised students in an EFL 
context in higher education in Nepal, I taught the students six periods 
per week for 3 months, engaging them in various exercises and 
activities related to English vocabulary and training them to use the 

learned words in the context for effective and successful 
communication. I  investigated the students’ vocabulary power by 
counting the correct responses out of 50 questions in seven different 
categories: multiple choice (10), giving synonyms (5), giving antonyms 
(5), making meaningful sentences using the words given (5), writing 
a paragraph using the given words (10), matching (10), and filling in 
the blanks (5) (Appendix A). The distribution of the marks is uneven 
to establish the validity of the content of the test. To gauge the effect 
of the intervention, two measurements were taken. First, I calculated 
the mean scores of the pretest, progress test, and posttest and 
compared. Second, the mean scores and standard deviations of the 
pretest and posttest were treated by using the paired sample T test. The 
results of the pretest, progress test, and posttest are presented in 
Table 2.

Table 2 indicates the significant increase in the average score of 
university level non-major students in English vocabulary. In the 
pre-test, the mean score for the students’ achievement was 11.316 
(Appendix B). After one and a half months of using multimodal 
glosses in teaching vocabulary, students’ engagement and active 
participation on various exercises and activities increased the mean 
score to 19.5 in the progress test (Appendix C). The raised mean score 
indicates the gradual improvement in English vocabulary. Similarly, 
with a three-month long experiment of intervention, the mean score 
reached 34.116 in the post-test (Appendix D), which was almost three 
times greater than the score of the pretest. Besides, the standard 
deviation of the score in posttest (1.75) is lower than the score in the 
progress test (2.14) and pretest (1.97) (Appendix D). Such variation in 
standard deviation implies that the use of multimodal glosses in 
English vocabulary teaching and learning not only assisted in 
improving vocabulary power but also helped reduce the gap in 
learning vocabulary among them. The standard deviation in the 
progress test is higher than in the pre-test, which indicates that though 
the mean score is higher, in the initial days of using multimodal 
glosses, academically advanced students benefitted more than those 
of poorer backgrounds. However, the frequent use of intervention 
decreased such individual gaps among the individuals, as reflected in 
the posttest results. A paired sample t-test was used for the comparative 
analysis of the results of the pretest and posttest, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3 shows that the comparative analysis of the results of the 
pretest and posttest is 13.37, and calculating the p-value with the 
degree of freedom, the p-value is 0.00, which is less than the significant 
level of 0.05 (Appendix E). A p-value less than the significant level 
α  = 0.05 implies that the use of multimodal glosses in teaching 
vocabulary to improve students English vocabulary did have a 
positive effect.

Students’ experiences towards the 
usefulness and necessity of multimodal 
glosses for improving English vocabulary

The knowledge and development of English vocabulary is an 
essential phenomenon for effective communication and the 
development of language skills and other aspects of the English 
language. The students were engaged in reading the texts, which were 
explained with glosses, and assigned various activities and exercises 
for 3 months. The vocabulary used in the texts was taught using a 
contextual and need-based combination of pictures, definitions, 
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audios, videos, gestures, and examples. The students were passionate 
about learning English vocabulary for effective communication. In an 
observation, I found them to be shy and hesitant to take part in the 
activities in the initial days. Academically good students were 
observed as being more active than those who were poor and wished 
to escape from the tasks. As shown in the results of the progress test, 
the academically good students used to take part in each activity and 
respond more quickly than the others. As shown in the results of the 
pretest and posttest, the students during the interview also expressed 
that they saw a significant improvement in their English vocabulary 
with their engagement in learning with multimodal glosses. After the 
pretest, when they were engaged in vocabulary learning exercises like 
giving synonyms, naming the pictures, giving antonyms, matching, 
and so on, most of them felt difficulty doing them. They were observed 
talking to each other in Nepali as follows:

Afuharulai sabaibhanda gahro angrejika shabdaharu sikna ho. Jati 
gare pani, jati padhe pani, kahi bujhidaina; bujhe pani, tyo shabda 
prayog garna nai audaina. Yo sarle pahile pahile ta note lekhauthyo; 
tyahi ghoke hunthyo ra parikshya pass vainthyo. Khai ali din bho 
ajabholi ta shabda sikauna hamilai nai sabai kaam garna lagauchha, 
afu pani sangai baschha, vocabulary sambandhi yati kaam ra exercise 

dinchha kasri garne ho. Eso google search handiu bhane sarnai yahi 
hunchha sangai kam garera baschha. [The most difficult aspect of 
learning English for us is learning English words. No matter how much 
we  do or how much we  read, we  do not understand, and even if 
we did, we would not be able to use that word. This teacher used to 
provide notes before, we used to rote them and pass the exam, but 
these days, to make us learn the words, he makes us do all the work. 
He sits and works with us. He gives us so much work and exercise on 
vocabulary; how do we do it? If we do a google search, teacher live 
together and work with us].

They further murmured as “pahile pahile ta nepali mai bhaninthyo 
shabda ko artha, ahile ta chitra, video, aDio, udaharaN dinchha sarale 
tara pani khai bujhnai gahro bhayo. Yasari padhdaa: Sikine ho ki 
pariksha mai fel bhaine ho.” [Before, the meaning of the words used to 
be said in Nepali, but now the teacher teaches with pictures, videos, 
and audio examples; however, it is difficult to understand. If we study 
this way, we will either learn English or fail the exam].

Evenly, when they were exposed to several activities and exercises 
on vocabulary and taught the texts and words with multimodal 
glosses, their motivation for learning vocabulary increased. Their 
voluntary involvement in the activities had been increased. Students 
who previously struggled academically and sought to avoid 
assignments have now become more engaged, actively participating 
and demonstrating improved responsiveness to the exercises. They 
changed their voices and droned after about 3 weeks of learning words 
with the glosses:

Sachchai sanai klas bata English word haru yastai tarikale 
padhaeko padheko bhae ta English bolna lekhna ta kharra hune 
rahechha ni. Ahile yo ek mahina ta kati sikiyo kati. Majja pani 

TABLE 2 Students’ improvement in English vocabulary learning.

No. of the 
students

Types of 
test

Mean Standard 
deviation

60 Pre-test 11.316 1.97

Progress-test 19.5 2.14

Post-test 34.116 1.75

TABLE 1 Modes of glosses.

Mode of gloss Description Examples

Single gloss (only synonyms) Provides words with similar meanings to the target word. Happy → Joyful, Content

Only antonyms Provides words with opposite meanings to the target word. Happy → Sad, Unhappy

Only definition Provides a brief explanation of the word’s meaning Happy → Feeling or showing pleasure or contentment

Definition + Picture Combines a definition with a related image for better understanding Feeling content + Picture of a smiling person.

Definition + Example Combines a definition with a sentence using the word. Happy → Feeling content+ Example

She was happy to see her friends.

Definition + Video Combines a definition with a video illustrating the word’s meaning. Happy → Feeling content + Video of people celebrating

Definition + Audio Combines a definition with an audio pronunciation of the word. Happy → Feeling content+ Audio of the word spoken aloud.

Definition + Gesture Combines a definition with a physical gesture representing the word. Happy → Feeling content + A wide smile and raised hands.

Definition + Synonyms Combines a definition with words that have similar meanings. Happy→ Feeling content + Joyful, Cheerful

Definition + Antonyms Combines a definition with words that have opposite meanings. Happy→ Feeling content+ Sad, Miserable

Video + Example Combines a video with a sentence using the word. Happy→ Video of People dancing + The children were happy 

at the party.

Picture + Video Combines a picture and a video to illustrate the word’s meaning. Happy→ Picture of smiling person + Video of a family 

celebrating a birthday

Audio + Synonyms Combines an audio pronunciation with similar words. Happy→ Pronunciation of happy+ Content, Cheerful

Synonyms + Examples Combines words with similar meanings and sentences using those words. Happy → Joyful + She felt joyful when she got the job.

Gesture + Audio Combines a physical gesture with an audio pronunciation of the word. Happy → Gesture: of wide smile + Pronunciation of happy.

Antonyms + Gesture Combines words with opposite meanings and a physical gesture. Happy→ Sad + Gesture of a frown and drooping shoulders.

Audio + Picture Combines an audio pronunciation with an image. Happy → Pronunciation of happy+ Picture of a smiling child.
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achha. Sabda jane ta sentence ta latarpatar parihalinchha ni 
bolada, lekhda ta. Yo sarle purai barsa yahi tarikale sikaune hola ki 
bichama gaera uhi puranai tarika prayog garla. Yahi tarika le 
padhaunus bhanera karaunu parchha. [If we  had read those 
English words and were taught in the same way from the very first 
class, then we would be able to speak and write English easily. 
We  have learned so much in this one month. It's also fun. If 
we know the words, the sentence is not a big challenge when 
speaking or writing. This teacher will teach the same way for the 
whole year or will go to the middle and use the same old method. 
We should request him to do so in this way].

During the interviews, all the students agreed that they had made 
significant improvements in their English vocabulary over the three-
month period and could communicate in English, though it might not 
be a perfect language. Sharing her experience, one of the participants, 
Smriti, expressed:

The use of various glosses really helped us improve our English 
vocabulary. I had never learned or been taught words in this way. 
The use of pictures, videos, audios, and examples helped me 
understand and use English vocabulary in communication, even 
though I am not specialised in the language.

In the same vein, another student, Aditya, added, “I love learning 
vocabulary with videos and pictures that make my learning sustainable.” 
Karuna, another student, recalled her past days and shared:

I took a test three months ago that required me to read the passage 
and provide synonyms, antonyms, and single words to the given 
definition, but I could not do that because I did not understand 
the text itself. When my teacher began to ask questions in English, 
I  tried to escape. But now, after I was taught vocabulary with 
glosses, my confidence increased, and I  can take the risk of 
speaking and writing in English. The knowledge of vocabulary 
helps one comprehend the message and respond accordingly.

She emphasised that anyone who wishes to communicate in 
English should have a large vocabulary. Many of the students realised 
that they were afraid of using English due to their poor vocabulary. 
They had difficulty understanding the meaning of words, their 
choices, collocation, and contextual use. In this context, Sandesh 
conceded, “Learning vocabulary with glosses helps us understand how 
particular words are used in real-life contexts.” Glosses became not 
only the means for learning words from the text but also taught them 
how to be used in context. Ashok, another student, shared, “During 
these 3 months, I learned vocabulary in funny and entertaining ways. 
The use of gestures, pictures, videos, and audios not only gave me the 
meaning and contextual use of the words, but also taught me their 
pronunciation and intonation pattern.” The students expressed that 

the main cause of their unwillingness to learn was anxiety that 
increased with unfamiliar words. One of the participants, Padma, 
shared as follows:

When I was exposed to unfamiliar words in any text, my anxiety 
reached a high point, and I could not dare to read and learn. But 
learning vocabulary through pictures, videos, examples, gestures, 
definitions, etc. reduced my anxiety, and I learned vocabulary with 
relaxation and fun.

The students also agreed that multimodal glosses enhanced their 
motivation level and willingness to learn vocabulary. These accounts 
reveal that glosses are motivating and interesting for increasing 
students’ participation in classroom learning and making the learners 
knowledgeable about the words, their use, pronunciation, and 
meaning, which helps them comprehend and interpret the texts and 
messages appropriately. Let us observe some of the pieces of 
conversation from the interview with the students.

Researcher (me): My first question is; How do you  feel about 
learning vocabulary with glosses for 3 months?

Sandesh: In fact, I have learned the way of learning and teaching 
the vocabulary of not only English but also of any other second 
language. The way you engaged us in the activities and exercises was 
really marvellous. As a result, we saw a significant improvement in our 
English vocabulary. We experienced such types of learning strategies 
where learners and teachers work together, watch and listen together, 
and the teacher teaches the students in a lively manner using pictures, 
videos, examples, and so on. I really enjoyed it and learned a lot.

Researcher (me): Have you  improved your vocabulary and 
communication skills in this short period of time?

Smriti: Of course, in the initial days, I was unable to understand 
the English words used in the texts, so I felt hesitant to communicate 
in English. But this three-month period changed my behaviour. Now 
I do not feel any hesitancy to communicate in English because I have 
developed a good repertoire of English words and have the confidence 
to use them, though my communication may not be  perfect 
but comprehensible.

Researcher (me): How do you think the vocabulary teaching with 
glosses contributed to your performance in understanding English 
vocabulary and their use for communication and comprehending 
English texts?

Shova: Thank you, sir, for the question. The glosses, the activities, 
and the exercises you engaged us in made the classroom learning lively 
and interesting. We enjoyed the activities a lot and learned vocabulary 
and its use naturally and without much effort. We  realised that 
we  were playing with pictures, videos, audio, your gestures, and 
examples, but ultimately we  achieved word power. Now we  can 
communicate in English and understand the texts comfortably 
because we have word power. We are grateful to you and your efforts 
for enlightening us on the effective way of learning vocabulary.

TABLE 3 Results of the paired-sample T-tests.

Pretest- Post 
test

Mean differences Standard deviation 
differences

T-value degrees of 
freedom

Single 2-tailed 
(P-value)

11.316–34.116

−22.8

1.97–1.75

=0.22

x̄diff/(Sdiff/√n)

22.8/0.22/√60

= 13.37

60–1

= 59

0.00

p < 0.005.
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Researcher: How did such an improvement in your vocabulary 
power happen?

Prajwal: Here, we both play and read, and in the regular English 
reading text, we  attended the lessons regularly and actively, and 
you  participated in the activities along with us. Then, we  were 
comfortable and confident. We enjoyed the words with two to three 
glosses. When we feel uncomfortable learning from one, we use the 
next, which has been a boon for us.

All the accounts received from the tests, the students’ regular 
observations as teachers, and the responses from the interviews reveal 
that all the students agreed that the vocabulary teaching activities in 
which they engaged with using glosses were effective. They assert that 
they had feared communicating in English in the past but now do so 
without any hesitation. They could understand, use, and communicate 
in English and comprehend the texts.

Discussion

The research intended to investigate the effect of multimodal 
glosses for improving the English vocabulary of non-English 
specialised undergraduates in higher education in Nepal. The results 
from the pretest, progress test, and posttest show that multimodal 
glosses have a positive effect on improving English vocabulary. A 
similar effect was found in the previous research (Ramezanali and Faez, 
2019; Ouyang et al., 2020). The solid and adequate use of multimodal 
glosses improves EFL non-English specialised undergraduates’ English 
vocabularies, their understanding, and contextual use for 
communication and comprehension of the texts. The mean scores of 
the students’ vocabulary achievement increased from 11.316 to 19.5 to 
34.116, and the standard deviation ranged from 1.97 to 2.14 to 1.75 in 
the pretest, progress test, and posttest, respectively. The increased ratio 
of the average score and the decreased ratio of the standard deviation 
in the test results show the affirmative effectiveness of multimodal 
glosses in developing English vocabulary. The students’ improvement 
in vocabulary learning (in the posttest) is better when they are exposed 
to multimodal glosses than when they are exposed to single or no gloss 
(results in the pretest). The finding is in line with the dual code theory 
that claims learning vocabulary becomes effective while learning with 
visual and verbal/symbolic modes (Clark, 2021; Loveless, 2022; Jennifer 
et al., 2007; Ramezanali et al., 2021) and assimilates with the findings 
of the previous researches, which conclude that dual or multimodal 
glosses could be more effective for learning second or foreign language 
vocabulary than single gloss mode (Rassaei, 2017; Wang and Lee, 2021) 
However, the finding contrasts with Boers et al. (2017b), who claim 
that textual and pictorial glosses are no more effective for learning and 
retaining vocabulary than textual explanations. Similar to this and in 
contrast with my research finding, Akbulut (2007) argues that there are 
no significant differences in learning vocabulary with single gloss or 
multimodal glosses. The results show an increased ratio of standard 
deviation in the progress test than in the pre-test, which implies that 
the initial phase of the intervention experiment was confusing and 
difficult for the students, and as a result, only the academically sound 
ones get more benefits than those on average. This finding corroborates 
with my own experience and the research findings, which claimed that 
difficulties and confusion faced at the initial phase are difficult to 
detect, manage, and respond to, but they enable the learners to develop 
cognitive strategies for learning (Lodge et al., 2018).

In the interview, the students expressed that they have made a 
significant improvement in their English vocabulary. The use of 
multimodal glosses made them able to understand the texts and 
communicate in English, which implies that learning through glosses 
promotes vocabulary uptake from reading (Boers et al., 2017a). The 
changed level of learner motivation from unwillingness to strong 
willingness reveals that they found learning English vocabulary with 
multiple glosses interesting, engaging, and effective. The finding is in 
line with the claims that the combination of visual and oral modes 
could be useful for learners’ vocabulary retention (Al-Seghayer, 2001; 
Farley et al., 2012; Ramezanali and Faez, 2019; Yanguas, 2009). The 
increased level of the learners’ confidence and comprehension enable 
them to interpret the texts adequately and communicate in English 
appropriately, which assimilates with the research that claims that level 
of comprehension plays a significant role in the understanding of 
reading texts and communicative ability of the students. Learners who 
have a free and relaxing mind learn better than those who have a 
stressful mind (Srisang and Everatt, 2021; Shiotsu and Weir, 2007). 
The use of multimodal glosses in vocabulary learning has created a 
learner friendly environment where they could learn with fun, 
reducing their level of anxiety. A lower level of anxiety makes for high 
motivation and better comprehension, which leads to effective 
language use. The level of vocabulary knowledge determines the 
learners’ ability to organise and use their words for learning other 
aspects and skills of language. As the students claim that they could 
understand English text and communicate on it comfortably, they 
exhibit the affirmative impact of glosses in their learning English 
vocabulary in the EFL context of Nepal. Similar to this finding, 
Al-Bukhari and Dewey (2023) found positive effects of multimodal 
glosses for improving recognition and recall of Arabic vocabulary. A 
solid knowledge of vocabulary is the foundation for developing proper 
command over language. The use of multimodal glosses supports the 
learners learning in a lively and interesting manner so that they learn 
not only the meaning of the words, but also the appropriate use of 
them in the context.

Conclusion and implications

This research intended to investigate the role of multimodal 
glosses in teaching English vocabulary to EFL non- English specialised 
undergraduates in a public university in Nepal using mixed methods 
participatory action research. After 3 months of intensive practise and 
engagement in understanding the meaning of the words and their 
contextual uses using multimodal glosses, the students’ English 
vocabulary has been significantly improved. The increased ratio of the 
mean score in pre-to-post tests, their observed behaviour, and the 
students’ own experiences demonstrate that they are greatly motivated 
towards learning English vocabulary and using it in communication. 
All the students expressed that using multimodal glosses plays a 
pivotal role in improving their English vocabularies and using them 
in context appropriately. The students wish to learn English vocabulary 
with glosses rather than only textual explanation. Vocabulary teaching 
needs to be taken into consideration for enhancing students’ overall 
proficiency and competency in the language. English language 
curricula, the text book, and teachers are expected to have special 
focus and space on vocabulary for students’ better language learning. 
The students’ attraction to learning with glosses reveals that they have 
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realised the crucial role of knowledge of vocabulary for language 
development, and they are expecting appropriate strategies and 
techniques for better learning of English vocabulary.

The findings of this study are cogent for raising awareness about the 
value of vocabulary in developing competence in language aspects, skills, 
and communicative abilities. Moreover, it is valued for raising students’ 
and teachers’ awareness of the importance of instructing English 
vocabulary through multimodal glosses in EFL contexts for better 
student comprehension. Beyond the regular classroom instruction, 
various workshops, meetings, and conferences on vocabulary learning 
can be conducted to expose the students to English vocabularies and 
their use. Vocabulary teaching can be incorporated into the English 
language curricula and textbooks, with a special focus on the evaluation 
system too. This research was conducted in a single classroom of a public 
university in Nepal, thus, it can be replicated for more classes in different 
contexts and universities, and a comparative study can be made using the 
same intervention on the same issue using either the same research 
design or a different one. The major problem with developing English 
vocabulary in EFL contexts like Nepal is the lack of students’ reading 
habits and authentic resources for learning English. Thus, the concerned 
authorities can establish reading clubs, reading centres, reading materials 
banks, and so on, and encourage the students to engage in reading 
activities. The research’s conclusions suggest classroom strategies and 
curricular policies that curriculum designers, policymakers, teachers, 
and students can consider to enhance EFL students’ English vocabulary 
and improve their ability to speak and understand the English language.
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