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General Description
Hypothesis is an online annotation platform that was founded in 2011 as a
501(c) open-source software project after reaching crowdfunding goals on
Kickstarter. Hypothesis allows users to annotate on top of web content using
a browser plug-in, bookmarklet, LMS application, or web-based proxy. This
review will focus on use through the Chrome browser extension.
According to the Hypothesis mission, Hypothesis is a platform built on
principles of being free, open, neutral, and lasting. With these ideas in mind,
developers put together a platform through which users can engage with online
texts and content across the web. The Hypothesis client uses JavaScript to insert
an annotation sidebar and annotation tool into host pages online (see Figure
1). The annotation sidebar operates in a layer on top of web content, and users
can annotate publicly, privately, or within semi-private groups.
Hypothesis is marketed to a variety of fields, including journalism, publishing, research, and education, and those involved with the project hoped
to make it a “peer review layer for the entire Internet” when it was founded
(Farley, 2011). Within the realm of educational uses, Hypothesis claims to make
reading visible, active, and social (Overview of Hypothesis, n.d.). According
to the Hypothesis for Education page,
[a]nnotation helps in reading comprehension and in developing critical thinking
about course materials. Hypothesis enables students to continue this essential activity with online readings. Digital annotation also offers new affordances, enabling
students to respond to text using different media and empowering them to collaborate on understanding and developing ideas about their readings. (Hypothesis for
Education, n.d.)

Figure 1. The Hypothesis sidebar on top of an online text.
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Hypothesis is being used by educators in a variety of contexts, and within the
field of language education. Some practitioners have put together resources
in various languages. As of October 2020, unofficial user resources exist in
Spanish, French, and Japanese. The official teacher and student guides from
Hypothesis are only in English at this time.
A blog post created by students at the University of Massachusetts Amherst
outlines the technical features of Hypothesis and reviews the tool using ISTE
standards as well as FERPA/COPPA and GDPR regulations (Cook & Gattupalli, 2020).

Evaluation
Technological Features
Hypothesis offers a couple of different paths for user engagement. First, users
can create independent accounts on their own through the website. In this way,
users can engage with texts independently, without needing to be part of any
class or Hypothesis group. Users who create accounts in this way need to log
in with their username and password when annotating online. They can also
join groups, annotate publicly, or privately. Annotations are available on user
profiles, but there is a prototype tool that can export annotations as well. The
other option for using Hypothesis is by way of third-party accounts through
the LMS application. Using this type of account, users do not need to log in to
Hypothesis each time they engage with a text, but they can only annotate texts
assigned through the LMS. Since this review focuses on the Chrome browser
extension, the following evaluation will not include much commentary on
functionality through the third-party accounts and LMS application. However,
a guide for LMS integration can be found in the resource section of this review.
Users can insert the Hypothesis sidebar and annotation tool into any website or locally saved PDFs using the Chrome browser extension. Content that
is hidden behind a paywall or other restrictions may not be available to the
Hypothesis extension. When annotating PDFs, users need to open the PDF
in their browser and activate the extension, in order to begin engaging with
the text.
The Hypothesis browser extension will work with any modern browser
including Chrome, Firefox, Safari, Microsoft Edge, Opera, Vivaldi, and Brave.
It will not function properly in Microsoft Explorer or outdated versions of
Edge. For users who do not wish to use the browser extension, Hypothesis
offers a bookmarklet and a proxy service through which users can annotate
online content.
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Hypothesis is built using JavaScript, so using it with websites that contain
JavaScript errors may result in less-than-optimal functionality. Sites with many
moving advertisements or content will likely lag or not function properly.
Creating an account in Hypothesis is straightforward, and the website
offers various tutorial videos to support users. Once the browser extension is
installed, users can click the extension button in the browser while visiting
any site to activate the annotation tool and sidebar (see Figure 2).
Users are asked to log in to Hypothesis through the sidebar before they are
able to begin annotating (see Figure 3). Once logged in, users can highlight
any text in a website, and then highlight or annotate (see Figure 4).
Once a user chooses to annotate selected text, the sidebar opens on top of
the web page. A text box with a small toolbar is available for editing. Users can
annotate with simple text, text enriched using the toolbar or simple html, math
expressions supported by KaTEX, images, audio, or video. It is also possible to
paste links to video URLs, which will then be embedded in the annotations.
Each annotation can also be organized using tags. Users are able to preview
their annotations prior to posting them in the annotations sidebar (either
privately or publicly), which is useful for embedded content such as images,
audio, or video. Finally, the annotation tool supports all alphabets available on
a computer, so users can annotate using any language they might be studying.
Users also have the option to create notes and show all highlights on a
website using the sidebar. The sidebar is also where users can interact with
annotations made by other users. They can reply to annotations made by others
in the same way that they would annotate directly on the online text. Figure
5 shows the reply functionality in the sidebar.
Another feature of Hypothesis is the user dashboard. The dashboard lists
the online texts that users have engaged with, as well as the top tags used. Users
can click into any of the online texts from this dashboard to see the annotations
in context. When viewing a group dashboard, as in Figure 6, users can see all
of the features already mentioned, as well as members of the group and a link
to invite others to join the group. This can be useful when asking students to
join a class group, for example.

Figure 2. Clicking the extension button.
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Figure 3. Log in to Hypothesis before annotating.

Figure 4. Highlighting text.

Pedagogical Features
Hypothesis is a tool that could be used in a variety of contexts and for a variety
of purposes. It is not strictly a teaching and learning tool. However, the functionality of Hypothesis allows users to engage with online content in meaningful ways, which may add value to the language classroom. Through annotation
with Hypothesis, texts are repurposed as contexts for learning, interaction,
and engagement with content and peers. The tool, then, is collaborative as a
discussion forum might be, but it offers students and teachers the opportunity to engage with content within a text directly. Rather than commenting
on content out of context as you might in a discussion forum, users are able
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Figure 5. Replying to annotations.

Figure 6. Hypothesis dashboard.

to comment directly on the content in a text. In this way, Hypothesis allows
students and teachers to use texts as the context for interaction, engagement,
and learning (Kalir & Perez, 2019).
Through annotation with peers, whether in small groups or as a whole
course, Hypothesis can help to extend the learning environment outside the
classroom. Learners can engage with content and collaborate outside the classroom while annotating with Hypothesis.
While the primary functionality of Hypothesis may be collaborative, the
tool may also serve as a facilitative tool, depending on how users engage with
the content. Students might comment on relevant content, vocabulary, or
grammatical structures, and keep their annotations as a private database and
artifact of their learning. They might also use annotations as a database of
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connected resources if they link related content (e.g., websites, media) in their
annotations. Used in this way, Hypothesis could allow learners to make connections among online media and ideas individually, with a small group, or
as a participant in a course. These connections could be organized using tags
and stored in the user dashboard in Hypothesis.
Using Hypothesis in this way may create opportunities for learners to reflect
on content, interactions, and their own understanding of texts over time. It
may also facilitate scenarios in which learners synthesize ideas across multiple
texts through the use of tags and linking related content in annotations.

Teacher and Materials Developer Fit (Approach)
Hypothesis aligns with a social constructivist (Vygotsky, 1978) and situated
view of learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Through these lenses, learning is a
social activity that takes place within a specific context. Language is used
within a specific context and situation. With the help of Hypothesis, learners
can use the target language within the context of the online authentic text.
Social annotation has been used across various learning contexts, and
according to a recent literature review related to social annotation (Zhu et
al., 2020), there are five primary activity types of social annotation activity design. These include processing domain-specific knowledge, supporting
argumentation and inquiry, improving literacy skills, supporting teacher and
peer assessment, and connecting online learning spaces. These findings were
related to social annotation as an activity type, not specifically the annotation
tool Hypothesis, but future research centered on these types of activities in
the language classroom specifically might benefit the field.
Hypothesis allows teachers and materials developers to apply the affordances of the social annotation tool within their specific learning contexts
quite flexibly. Since the tool is merely a tool and not a suite of activities or
strictly a language-focused application, it can be used in a variety of ways to
align with learning outcomes and goals of different learning contexts. That
being said, the onus of choosing level-appropriate content for learners and
using it effectively in well-designed activities then falls to teachers and materials developers.
One way in which Hypothesis may be valuable to language learners and
teachers is by providing opportunities for learners and teachers to interact and
build relationships. Social annotation as an activity type has been found to
promote community-building in various contexts (Chen, 2019; Hollett & Kalir,
2017). This may be of special interest to learning contexts impacted by recent
moves to online-only or hybrid environments. Whether using Hypothesis
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within the context of a face-to-face, hybrid, or online learning situation,
Hypothesis may assist in facilitating community-building.
Hypothesis has the potential to allow users to engage with authentic content
online in a variety of ways. It can facilitate community-building and deeper
understanding of texts, and with the appropriate activity design, it may allow
learners to build literacy skills and domain-specific knowledge.

Learner Fit (Design)
As previously stated, Hypothesis is a tool rather than a language-learning
platform. As such, it can be used in a myriad of contexts by adapting the texts
that learners are engaging with. In this way, Hypothesis allows for a high
degree of adaptation to individual learner differences and needs. It also means
that teachers and materials developers need to consider the learning environment and learner needs before implementing a social annotation activity as
part of a course. For instance, a teacher might allow learners to choose texts
related to topics that they are interested in, or ask learners to read and annotate
independently or in small groups over the course of a term as part of a larger
project. One way in which learners might use Hypothesis individually might
be to create an annotation group in which only their teacher is a member. In
this scenario, the teacher could see and interact with the learner’s annotations
while not giving access to the full course. This same type of application could
be used with small groups, pairs, or any other combination of group work.
The potential uses for Hypothesis in the language classroom vary widely,
and they can be adapted to suit teacher and student needs through materials
and activity development. A few potential uses for Hypothesis in the language
classroom are outlined in Table 1.
Along with all of the affordances of Hypothesis as a learning tool in the
language classroom, there are a few considerations teachers and materials
developers should bear in mind when planning to use Hypothesis with learners. First, Hypothesis would likely be quite challenging for very young learners. Due to a rather austere interface, young learners (elementary learners,
for instance) would likely have a difficult time using the tool meaningfully.
Another consideration is, of course, the level of access to the internet and
technological devices among learners. Hypothesis works online, and it works
best on a computer or tablet, rather than on a mobile phone. Related to this
consideration, teachers and materials developers should also assess the amount
of work learners are being asked to do outside their standard learning management system. Adding another tool to facilitate learning may not be appropriate
for all learning contexts.
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Table 1:
Potential Applications for Hypothesis in the Language Classroom
Type of Application

Functionality

Description

Vocabulary

Facilitative

Teacher assigns text related to content being
studied in class. Students identify key vocabulary
and use annotations to build collaborative or
individual glossary of important terms.

Reading
comprehension

Collaborative

Teacher assigns text related to content being
studied in class. Teacher adds annotations with
comprehension questions related to the content.
Students reply to teacher’s annotations with
responses.

Building community Collaborative

Teacher or students choose text to read as a course/
in groups. Requirement to annotate related to
personal experience/opinion related to the topic.
Teacher monitors annotations and responds as
necessary.

Developing literacy

Teacher assigns text to a whole class or groups of
students. Students annotate with questions about
the text, author, context, etc. Teacher monitors
annotations and responds as necessary.
Text could be authentic (menus from restaurants,
directions to a location, narrative text, etc.).

Collaborative

Building intertextual Facilitative
understanding
Collaborative

Teacher assigns text related to content being
studied in class. Asks students to use specific tags
to organize annotations. Repeat with multiple texts
throughout the term. Revisit annotations and texts
based on tags. Make connections across multiple
texts.

Summary
To conclude, Hypothesis is an open-source social annotation tool that can be
used in a variety of learning environments with a variety of online texts. As a
tool, it can be used in different ways to fit the needs of learners and teachers.
Within the language learning context, Hypothesis can offer opportunities for
learners to engage with authentic texts online. It can help to facilitate interaction and use of the target language through annotations. Hypothesis may be
an effective learning tool to supplement approaches already in place within a
language learning curriculum.
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