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Meta-Analysis in Second Language

Acquisition

Background and Definition

When investigating certain issues, individual researchers
frequently evaluate the results in terms of statistical significance
(e.g., p levels). Researchers often view statistical significance as
a positive outcome and nonsignificance as an undesirable one. A
problem with this approach, however, is that statistical
significance is partly a function of sample size; thus, the
magnitude of the influence of an intervention or treatment
cannot be used as a simple measure of the effect of the
intervention (Valentine & Cooper, 2003).

One approach to addressing the issue is to conduct a meta-
analysis, which is “the statistical analysis of a large collection of
analysis results from individual studies for the purpose of
integrating the findings” (Glass, 1976, p. 3). Norris and Ortega
(2006b) expressed the importance of meta-analysis as follows:
“We envision synthetic methodologies as advancing our ability to
produce new knowledge by carefully building upon, expanding,
and transforming what has been accumulated over time on a
given topic of interest for the research community” (p. 14).
Once a sufficient number of studies on a particular topic have
been conducted, a meta-analysis can confirm whether the
combined effects of the treatments are meaningful according to
specific statistical criteria and provide greater insight and
understanding than that provided by any single study. In
addition, because the size of N in a meta-analysis is far greater
than that of any single study, the conclusions drawn from a
meta-analysis are also more valid and trustworthy. A meta-
analysis also provides a summary of what has been
accomplished in a particular field and thereby identifies areas
that have received a great deal of attention as well as those in
need of further research. A further benefit is that the results of a
meta-analysis can make researchers more aware of the
characteristics of well-designed studies. Such designs can be
replicated and included in future meta-analyses; furthermore,
the meta-analysis itself can be replicated as has been done in
meta-analyses of L2 instruction (Norris & Ortega, 2000;
Doughty, 2003) and corrective feedback (Lyster & Saito, 2010).

Recent Development and Future Prospects

One methodological gap in the field of second language
acquisition (SLA) was the previous lack of the use of meta-
analysis. Although meta-analyses have been used frequently in
fields such as medicine, researchers (see Norris & Ortega
[2006a] for a collection of articles on meta-analysis in language
learning and teaching) have only gradually begun to conduct
meta-analyses in SLA.

The most well-known meta-analysis study in the field of SLA
was conducted by Norris and Ortega (2000), who investigated

Takayuki Nakanishi ‘ ‘!' .

the effectiveness of L2 instruction in experimental and quasi-
experimental studies published between 1980 and 1998. Norris
and Ortega identified 49 independent studies, compared effect
sizes d across the studies, and concluded that L2 instruction
does make a difference and that explicit L2 instruction is more
effective than implicit L2 instruction. To compare explicit
instruction and implicit instruction, Li (2010) meta-analyzed 33
research studies to investigate the effects of corrective feedback
and concluded that explicit feedback is more effective than
implicit feedback. Nakanishi (2015) investigated the overall
effectiveness of extensive reading in a meta-analysis with a total
sample size of 3,942. Extensive reading is a locally well received
research topic in Japan. This method is one way to shed light on
research topics that are tremendously explored locally, but not
yet internationally recognized.

With regard to reporting quantitative research in recent
studies, the works of Plonsky and Oswald (2014) and Norris,
Plonsky, Ross, and Schoonen (2015) should be given special
attention. Researchers to date have interpreted effect sizes
based on Cohen’s guidelines of small (d = .2, » = .1), medium (.5,
.3), and large (.8, .5); however, these levels were meant to be
used as a general guide. Plonsky and Oswald (2014), therefore,
attempted to investigate field-specific interpretations of effect
sizes. Effect sizes were extracted from 346 primary studies and
91 meta-analyses. The meta-analyses were divided into three
categories of statistical comparisons: between-group contrasts,
within-group contrasts, and meta-analytic correlation
coefficients. In summary, the authors recommended that L2
researchers adopt new field-specific benchmarks of small (d =
4,7 =.25), medium (.7, .4), and large (1.00, .6).

Norris, Plonsky, Ross, and Schoonen (2015) outlined
guidelines for reporting quantitative methods and results in
detail including inferential statistics. The authors essentially
argued the need to be specific in every aspect, ranging from
describing N (sample size) and 7 (subsample size) to utilizing
graphic techniques even if they might not be useful.
Researchers should include detailed descriptive statistics when
reporting their results, as it is often the case that primary
studies lack the information needed to calculate effect sizes.
Most researchers who have conducted experimental or quasi-
experimental studies include the mean scores for each group,
but they often fail to provide the standard deviations, which
could be problematic for meta-analysis. With new benchmarks
for effect sizes and reporting guidelines, however, let us hope
that we will make beneficial advancements in the field.
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