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Technology Feature Brief 
Glossary 
Glossary and dictionary features provide ways for readers to immediately gain an understanding 
of unfamiliar words. Readers can access definitions of words directly within the text. These 
embedded definitions can support readers' retention of information. 

While both glossary and dictionary features provide definitions, they have some key differences. 
Glossary features highlight key words that are chosen based on the learning goal of the material. 
The definitions in a glossary can be customized to match how the word is being used in the text. 
Dictionary features allow users to look up any word, leaving it up to the reader to decide which 
words to look up. Dictionaries provide traditional definitions of the words, not contextualized 
ones like in a glossary. 

The example shows a glossary entry, which includes the word, a contextually relevant definition, 
and a supporting image. Glossary entries can also include example sentences using the word in 
context, parts of speech, cognates, and more. 
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Research 
• Digital dictionaries may support children’s vocabulary development. In a study of 288 

children ages 4 to 6, researchers randomly assigned some children to use an ebook with a 
digital dictionary, and some children to use ink-and-paper books. The digital dictionary 
explained some words but not others. Compared to children who did not use the ebook, 
children who used the ebook showed greater gains in understanding the meaning of 
words included in the digital dictionary. The two groups had equivalent word-meaning 
scores for words that were in the ebook but not supported by the digital dictionary. This 
suggests that the dictionary, and not the ebook more broadly, led to improved 
understanding of word meanings. 
Korat & Shamir, 2012 

• Digital dictionaries may improve learning outcomes for English language learners. 
o A randomized study of 95 English learners found that participants retained more 

information when using an electronic English dictionary than when using a print 
English dictionary. Print vs. electronic dictionary formats did not affect 
participants' language reception or production. 
Dziemianko, 2017 

o A study of 44 English learners ages 18-30 found that compared to using a paper 
dictionary, using a computerized dictionary shortened reading times, increased 
the number of words looked up, and increased vocabulary recall. Reading 
comprehension did not differ between the two dictionary types. 
Hamdi, 2015 

Related Guidelines 
Glossary and dictionary features are related to existing guidelines and best practices, including 
the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) and the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 
Guidelines. Connections include: 

• UDL Guidelines 
o UDL Checkpoint 2.1: Clarify vocabulary and symbols 
o UDL Checkpoint 3.1: Activate or supply background knowledge 
o UDL Checkpoint 3.2: Highlight patterns, critical features, big ideas, and 

relationships 
• To meet WCAG level AAA, definitions of “unusual” words or phrases (such as jargon and 

idioms) should be available (WCAG 2.1 AAA Criterion 3.1.3), as well as the expanded 
form of abbreviations (WCAG 2.1 AAA Criterion 3.1.4) 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.2190/EC.46.2.b
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/recall/article/dictionary-form-in-decoding-encoding-and-retention-further-insights/A91F5AB5CBF5C8538844D1DF2D65F070
https://www.awej.org/images/conferences/BejaiaProceedings2015/16.pdf
http://udlguidelines.cast.org/representation/language-symbols/vocabulary-symbols
http://udlguidelines.cast.org/representation/comprehension/background-knowledge
http://udlguidelines.cast.org/representation/comprehension/patterns-features
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/#unusual-words
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/#abbreviations
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Glossary & Dictionary Examples 
Most CAST products include embedded glossaries and dictionary lookups. In addition, Raising 
the Floor has compiled a list of products that include glossary lookup on their page: Retrieve a 
definition for any selected word from a glossary/online resource. Check out Newsela for an 
example of how definitions can be embedded in reading passages. 

 

https://www.cast.org/resources/online-tools
https://web.archive.org/web/20160829182842/http:/raisingthefloor.org/our-community/accessibility-masterlist/retrieve-a-definition-for-any-selected-word-from-a-glossaryonline-resource/
https://web.archive.org/web/20160829182842/http:/raisingthefloor.org/our-community/accessibility-masterlist/retrieve-a-definition-for-any-selected-word-from-a-glossaryonline-resource/
https://newsela.com/
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