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Abstract

Current Japanese youth are constantly connected to the Internet and using digital devices, but
predominantly for social media and entertainment. According to literature on the Japanese
digital native, tertiary students do not—and cannot—use technology with any reasonable
fluency, but the likely reasons are rarely addressed. To fill the gap in the literature, this study,
by employing a case study methodology, explores students’ experience with technology for
English learning through the introduction of digital tools. First-year Japanese university
students in an Academic English Program (AEP) were introduced to a variety of easily
available digital tools. The instruction was administered online, and each tool was
accompanied by a task directly related to classwork. Both quantitative and qualitative data
were collected in the form of a pre-course Computer Literacy Survey, a post-course open-
ended Reflection Activity survey, and interviews. The qualitative data was reviewed drawing
on the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and its educational variants as an analytical
framework. Educational, social, and cultural factors were also examined to help identify
underlying factors that would influence students’ perceptions. The results suggest that the
subjects’ lack of awareness of, and experience with, the use of technology for learning are the
fundamental causes of their perceptions of initial difficulty. Based on these findings, this
study proposes a possible technology integration model that enhances digital literacy for

more effective language learning in the context of Japanese education.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Overview

From high-speed bullet trains and talking toilets with warm seats to cutting-edge
robots and vending machines that sell almost everything from beverages to fried chicken and
noodles, modern Japan portrays itself as a technological wonderland, constantly evolving
with new technologies and electrical gadgets (Aoki, 2010; Lockley & Promnitz-Hayashi,
2012). Over the last several decades, technological innovations, such as extensive mobile
infrastructure and fast internet speeds, have painted a picture of Japan as an advanced
information technology (IT) powerhouse (OECD, 2011). At the time of writing, Japan has
maintained its iconic image as one of the world’s IT leaders, at the forefront of cutting-edge
technology development. It may therefore be reasonable to assume that everyone in Japan is
well-versed and comfortable with high-tech digital devices; in other words, Japanese of all
ages are digitally literate and tech-savvy.

Once stepping inside Japan, however, one may quickly realise that this is not
necessarily the case. Fax machines, cash and the essential hanko (a stamp or personal seal
required for authorising documents taking the place of a signature) are still requirements in
the paper-based reality of Japan (Fackler, 2013).

This carries over to education where it might be assumed that classrooms are
equipped with the latest smartboards and all classes are connected to the internet. Yet,
chalkboards are still commonplace, and the use of slideshows is rare (Obe & Okutsu, 2020).
In describing today’s Japan, Aoki (2010) laments that “Japan has all the technologies and the
government support to make itself the front-runner in e-learning implementation. But, in
reality, it is far from it” (pp. 989-990).

Similarly, teachers observing their students paying undivided attention to their
smartphones may assume them to be Digital Natives, who have the ability to adapt easily to
new technology, exploit the digital world for their own purposes, and learn in new ways
(Prensky, 2001a, 2001b). Popularised by Prensky nearly twenty years ago, the concept of the
Digital Native, primarily based on North American observation, was embraced by the media,
promoting youth as far surpassing their parents in using digital literacy.

Most of today’s Japanese youth are using digital devices and are constantly connected
to the internet, but recent government data found that Japanese students are using the devices

predominantly for social media and entertainment (2018 Survey on Internet Usage
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Environment of Youth, 2019). This suggests that knowledge of smartphone features may be
superficial and that their use of digital devices rarely goes beyond simple basic functions. The
opportunity for them to employ technology to assist their learning is questionable (Caldwell,
2018; Gnitetskaya & Gnitetskiy, 2013; Lockley & Promnitz-Hayashi, 2012; Williams, 2011).

Differences between these assumptions about youth and reality become problematic
as they can be a source of tension, particularly when teachers hold unreasonable expectations
of students’ capabilities (Gabillon, 2012; Kim, Kim, Lee, Spector & DeMeester, 2013; Sato
& Kleinsasser, 2004). This tension may be magnified when combined with cultural
assumptions held by non-Japanese instructors recruited to teach English using information
and communication technology (ICT).

With declining birth-rates in Japan, universities struggle to attract the ever-decreasing
number of high school graduates, and so English and ICT programs have been a focus of
promotion and publicity for many institutions, which need to rely on native English speakers
(Lockley & Promnitz-Hayashi, 2012). Yet, these instructors, based on their own experiences
and beliefs about education, may carry with them assumptions about Japan and how Japanese
students learn.

Tension, arising from this discrepancy between non-Japanese instructors’
expectations of how and what Japanese students can do, and the actual capabilities of their
students has attracted research into investigating its source (Castellano, Mynard & Rubesch,
2011; Lockley & Promnitz-Hayashi, 2012; Wadden & Hale, 2019; Williams, 2011). Much of
the relevant research investigating the Digital Native claims has dealt with quantitative data,
mainly reporting on subjects’ current use of digital technology.

While such data is important for understanding learners’ actual use of ICT, it seldom
addresses the why, or the reasons, most Japanese students are not using technology to assist
their language learning.

This study, by employing a case study methodology, addresses this particular issue:
the discrepancy and lack of qualitative data in the literature. Specifically, it investigates what
factors would influence Japanese university students’ perceptions of using digital tools for
language learning in an attempt to better understand their probable reasons for not adopting
digital technology to assist their studies.

This is accomplished by integrating digital tools into an academic English program in
which the subjects are required to use the tools to complete tasks directly related to their
classwork. In the post-project survey, the subjects are asked to reflect and report on their

experiences and perceptions. Both quantitative and qualitative data are collected and analysed
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primarily through the lens of the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989) and later

revisions directly related to educational contexts.

1.2 Research Background

Despite the external perception of Japan being a technological powerhouse,
implementing digital technology, especially for education, is far behind other developed
countries (Obe & Okutsu, 2020). While the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology (MEXT) produces policies that present optimistic plans to promote
innovation in schools, Japan falls behind its Western counterparts and Asian neighbours to
adopt technology in education (Vallance, 2008). Japanese universities “have also been under
pressure to modernise,” according to Holmes (1998), and “one popular response has been to
hire native speakers of English, while another has been to promote the use of computers.
Often the two have been combined and the teaching of CALL by native speakers, especially
at university level, has become increasingly popular” (p. 399).

These native speaker instructors, while introducing much-needed innovations, also
bring in their own assumptions. Some of these assumptions may be cultural, and some
academic. Having little knowledge of the Japanese educational system and its underlying
philosophies, they may approach classes with Western beliefs about teaching and learning,
and find themselves frustrated with Japanese students, who rarely speak up and take no
initiative in class (Susser, 1998). This may partly explain the failure of autonomous learning
approaches in Japanese classrooms (Gabillon, 2012; Wadden & Hale, 2019).

Since its introduction, the notion of the Digital Native has shaped the claims made
about youth and their use of technology, also affecting the perceptions of parents, policy
makers and practitioners (Koutropoulos, 2011; Palfrey & Gasser, 2008). In the context of
Japan, for example, assumptions associated with the term have affected policy making and
influenced research involving computer-assisted language learning (CALL), mobile-assisted
language learning (MALL) and self-access learning centre (SALC) research.

The concept of the Digital Native, however, has attracted critics, with possibly the
most cited being Bennett, Maton, and Kervin (2008), who advocated research to investigate
how youth were truly interacting with technology. The ensuing research suggested that the
Digital Native “is far from homogeneous, with great diversity in access to, and frequency of,
use of technologies” (Kennedy, Judd, Dalgarno & Waycott, 2010, p. 340). In contrast to the
optimistic view that Digital Natives use the internet and digital tools to learn in novel ways, it

was found that most students had a superficial knowledge of the tools they used and that
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those tools were largely associated with entertainment and social networking activities
(Gallardo-Echenique, Marqués-Molias, Bullen & Strijbos, 2015; Gobel & Kano, 2014;
Kennedy et al., 2010; Murray & Blyth, 2011; Ng, 2015; Son, Son & Park, 2017; Winke &
Goertler, 2008).

Studies in Japan also emerged with research indicating that, taking a different path
from Western countries, Japanese youth were interacting with technology via keitai (Japanese
mobile phones) and smartphones, rather than computers (Boase & Kobayashi, 2008;
Takahashi, 2014). This has led to studies focused on mobile phones, investigating how
students use technology for learning. It has been found that Japanese students used
technology daily, but almost exclusively for social and entertainment purposes. When
introduced to a digital tool, they were generally receptive and willing to learn more about
using computers and technology to assist their language learning (Cote & Milliner, 2018).
While these results may be informative in some ways, they fail to address the reasons why
subjects were not adopting technology for learning, and what factors may influence their

decisions.

1.3 Statement of the Problem

The 21% century has seen a profusion of digital tools and resources for supporting
academic pursuits, especially for English language learning. The internet allows access to
authentic English content and language learning support that was not possible before (Levy,
Blin, Siskin & Takeuchi, 2011). Use of these digital resources can therefore have positive
effects on language learning outcomes since a “technology-mediated learning environment
affords more study flexibility and broader accessibility, improves students’ performance and
their evaluation of the learning experience, and leads to higher computer self-efficacy”
(Zhang, Zhao & Tan, 2008, p. 312).

With ICT gaining importance in Japanese English language learning programs in
higher education, an in-depth understanding of students’ use of digital technology for
learning becomes vital. That said, without knowledge of the social, cultural, and educational
background of students, teachers and researchers may have assumptions about pedagogy that
does not apply to Japanese education environments (Castellano et al., 2011; Lockley &
Promnitz-Hayashi, 2012). Wadden & Hale (2019), for instance, caution that unrealistic
expectations and miscommunication arising from these assumptions would, in turn, produce

tension which can lead to a misplaced attribution of student motivations.
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While some research has investigated students’ interactions with technology, much of
it has only dealt with quantitative data, which may miss the variation in student experiences
and insights hidden in outlying responses. Although there may be studies addressing these
issues conducted in Japanese and by Japanese researchers, such research is largely
inaccessible and unavailable to English-speaking instructors and researchers recruited by
Japanese tertiary institutions. To assist students’ language learning with technology, a better
and more accurate understanding of their educational use of technology is deemed necessary,
particularly the underlying factors that influence student perceptions. This study addresses

that very issue, with the aim of furthering Japanese CALL, MALL, and SALC research.

1.4 Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study is to produce a picture of how students are experiencing
digital technology for language learning. Specifically, this study aims to address the
underlying factors that influence the perceptions of using digital tools, so that instructors and
researchers will be better informed, and better prepared, when designing and implementing
technology-enhanced language learning in the Japanese context.

To this end, this study investigates students’ experiences and perceptions of the
introduction, and instruction, of a variety of digital tools with the main objective of exploring
possible reasons Japanese Digital Natives are not adopting technology for learning, and what
factors may influence their decisions. As part of the instruction, the students are required to
complete tasks using the newly introduced digital tools. The digital tools, as well as the tasks,
are directly related to the coursework the students would be required to complete in their
regular classes.

As current knowledge about students’ lack of use of digital technologies may be
based on inaccurate perceptions of what they actually do (Selwyn, 2011), “more attention
might be paid towards how institutional cultures and assumptions of curriculum, assessment,
accreditation and so on ‘mesh’ with other (often external) expectations for technology-
supported learning” (Henderson, Selwyn, & Aston, 2015, p. 12). To accomplish these
objectives, the following research questions are established as the focus of this enquiry:

Research Question 1: What are students’ experiences of using digital tools for English
language learning, and their perceptions prior to instruction?

Research Question 2: What are students’ experiences during the instruction of using

digital tools for English language learning?
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Research Question 3: How do students’ perceptions of using digital tools for English

language learning change following the instruction? Why?

1.5 Foundation of the Study Design

1.5.1 Theoretical Perspective

The case study employed the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) developed by
Davis (1989) as a framework for data analysis. The original version of TAM is usually
regarded as a generic and valid model for predicting technology acceptance in the field of
workplace information systems. It has subsequently been revised and reconfigured to apply to
a variety of settings, including education. TAM established factors that would likely
influence perceptions affecting the intention to adopt a given technology. The original
version of the model reported that perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness account for
most of the variation in users’ intentions. In the education field, subsequent revisions were
added by including other conditions that are believed to affect perceptions of technology use,
such as facilitating conditions (Lai, Wang & Lei, 2012), computer self-efficacy (Gong, Xu &
Yu, 2004; Gu, Zhu & Guo, 2013; Lai et al., 2012), task-technology fit, educational
compatibility (Chen, 2011; Lai et al., 2012), and enjoyment (Zhang et al., 2008).

This study used these factors as the basis for the analysis of the qualitative data
collected, expanding on the attributions shaping the experiences of Japanese university
students and their perceptions about using digital tools for language learning.

Typically, TAM studies are quantitative in nature. This case study employed a mixed-
method approach by focusing on which of the factors cited above students would choose to
report on, and how the experience affected and changed their perceptions of using digital
tools for language learning. Specifically, it involved collecting qualitative data and examining
it for the existence and influence of these factors, as well as the existence of factors that may
be unique to a Japanese context. From this data a more robust profile of the positive,
negative, and challenging aspects emerged.

1.5.2 Pedagogical Perspective

This study was pragmatic in nature. The students were introduced to a variety of
digital tools as part of their classwork and required to complete given tasks using the tools. It
was designed so that students would genuinely interact with the tools. The key component in
a tool’s selection was its relevance to the course the students were enrolled in. That is, the

tools were not introduced merely to explore students’ reactions to one specific tool, but rather
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to present a variety of ways to enhance their language learning. The tools introduced to the
students included both single skill drilling activities—such as vocabulary drilling or a game-
like listening app—and content creation resources, including infographic software and a
comic making tool. Students were given various types of instruction, ranging from pure text
to screencasts, intended to challenge their understanding of authentic English.

1.5.3 Cultural Perspective

By revisiting the assumptions and beliefs, both implicit and explicit, informing
previous studies into technology-assisted language learning, this study intended to analyse
student perceptions through a socio-cultural lens. Cultural factors appear to be overlooked in
much of the research papers in Japanese CALL, MALL and SALC, particularly those
published in English or by non-Japanese researchers.

Students’ educational background often shapes their approach to learning, ultimately
influencing their adoption of technology (Lai et al., 2012). Before initiating any educational
innovation, especially from a Western approach, an understanding of students’ backgrounds
becomes crucial. This study attempts to address this particular point through a review of the
Japanese educational system and policies, in addition to students’ experiences of using
technology for learning in high school prior to university.

In comparison with the existing TAM models and revisions in the educational field,
the extent to which these factors are influential in affecting student perceptions was

examined.

1.6 Organization of the Thesis

The rest of the thesis is organised as follows. Chapter 2 presents the literature relevant
to this study and is divided into two main sections. The first section describes the concept of
the Digital Native (and research arising from critiques of the concept) together with a revised
notion of young adults and their use of technology, particularly in educational settings. The
second section is mainly devoted to a description of related research specific to the Japanese
context and provides underlying socio-cultural and educational background critical for later
analysis. Following this, research involving CALL, MALL and SALC is also discussed,
focusing on the assumptions and beliefs that have influenced research conducted in the
Japanese educational context.

Chapter 3 outlines the study’s methodology. The research questions are first
discussed, and then the theoretical framework, including the selection of the Technology

Acceptance Model as the basis for data analysis, and the methodology of the case study are
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presented. This section also describes the design considerations, including the selection and
administration of the digital tools, as well as the instruments, collection, and analytical
methods of the data.

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 present the findings from the data. Chapter 4 discusses the
results of the Computer Literacy Survey, which are concerned with Research Question 1,
providing a profile of the subjects’ experiences with computers prior to entering university. In
Chapter 5, the qualitative data collected from the Reflection Activity (RA) and interviews are
examined. This answers Research Questions 2 and 3, which are concerned with the subjects’
perceptions and experiences with the digital tools and how those perceptions changed. The
themes that emerged from the responses are also presented. Chapter 6 discusses the findings
of this study in accordance with the themes that emerged from the data. Critical factors that
may be beneficial to researchers and instructors in the Japanese context are addressed,
together with implications they may have for introducing technology into language
learning. The final chapter presents a summary of the study, followed by implications and

suggestions for future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

To investigate the experiences of Japanese undergraduates with technology, an
examination of the origins of our current perceptions of student use of technology for
learning will first be reviewed. The various terms used to describe the relationship between
contemporary youth and technology will be suggested, starting with the best known and
problematic term—Digital Natives—and then other terms associated with the concept. The
qualities identified with this group and various critiques of the Digital Natives concept will be
examined. These criticisms led to empirical inquiries that provided a more well-rounded
picture of youth and technology, but there was still a lack of qualitative studies that explained
the how and why of student technology use for learning. A more realistic revised
representation of Digital Natives will therefore be offered. The concept of Digital Literacy
will also be discussed and its history and relationship to policy frameworks.

This study focuses on Japanese university students in an academic English program,
and the social and educational biases that shape their perceptions and decisions. These
influences— educational and socio-cultural—will be presented alongside a description of the
English language learning environment of these individuals. The assumptions and beliefs
underlying CALL, MALL and SALC studies will also be discussed through the lens of the
data that shapes our idea of the Japanese Digital Native. The chapter continues with a current
description of Japanese Digital Natives. One of the main drivers of CALL research in Japan,
motivation, will be briefly discussed along with its relationship to engagement to conclude

the chapter.

2.1 Digital Natives

The term Digital Natives has become a type of shorthand in both academic and
popular literature when describing the current relationship between youth and technology
(Sheely, 2008). Originally popularised by Prensky (2001a, 2001b), the term presents a picture
of the generations born after 1980. Terms that also gained some popularity in describing this
generation were Net Generation (Tapscott, 1998) and Millennials (Howe & Strauss, 2000).
Others also promoted their own version of describing modern youth and their relationship
with technology (Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005). These authors use different terminology but
describe similar characteristics of young people growing up surrounded by technology.

Digital Natives was widely adopted by mainstream media (Sheely, 2008) as well as by
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parents, policy makers and practitioners. Other terms used—in addition to the
aforementioned “Net Generation” (Tapscott, 1998) and Millennials (Howe & Strauss, 2000)
—have included, “Born Digital” (Palfrey and Gasser, 2008), “Homo-zappians” (Veen and
Vrakking, 2006), “net savvy” youth (Levin and Arafeh, 2002), and living “digital
childhoods” (Vandewater, Rideout, Wartella, Huang, Lee, & Shim, 2007). For the sake of
simplicity, in this study Digital Native will be the term used.

The characteristics that Prensky argued were shared by Digital Natives included an
ability to multitask, a dependence on technology to maintain social connections, willingness
and openness towards sharing content, an ability to rapidly understand and adopt new
content, being immersed in technology in a way that previous generations were not, and
preferring an experiential style of learning (Corrin, Bennet & Lockyer, 2010; Dede, 2005;
Frand, 2000; Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005; Prensky, 2001a; Tapscott, 1998).

As Digital Natives have always co-existed with digital technology, according to
Prensky (2001a, 2001b, 2005), whereas Digital Immigrants—the term he used for the
generation raising and teaching the Digital Natives—have been forced to adopted. Rather
than speaking the language of digital, Digital Immigrants were raised in an analogue world
and can never truly understand technology the way the Natives can. Prensky proposed that
the lack of engagement by present students is the result of Immigrant instructors not teaching
their Digital Native students in a way that is compatible with the way they think, putting them
at odds with their instructors.

Prensky (2005) argued in favour of a change in the way Immigrants teach and an
overhaul of the present educational system to accommodate the skills, abilities and learning
preferences of this new generation of learners. Claiming:

Our young people generally have a much better idea of what the future is
bringing than we do. They’re already busy adopting new systems for
communicating (instant messaging), sharing (blogs), buying and selling
(eBay), exchanging (peer-to-peer technology), creating (Flash), meeting (3D
worlds), collecting (downloads), coordinating (wikis), evaluating (reputation
systems), searching (Google), analyzing (SETI), reporting (camera phones),
programming (modding), socializing (chat rooms), and even learning (Web

surfing). (Prensky, 2005, p. 9)

From his observations, Prensky presented a picture of young people who were

disengaged from their instructors because of their relationship with digital technology. Young
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people processed information differently and, in the process, their brains have become wired
differently and learn in new ways (Prensky, 2001b). As his metaphor suggests, they speak a
different language to their Digital Immigrant instructors.

The literature also portrays them as autonomous and highly social, understanding the
importance of digital cultures through Web 2.0 tools, social networking sites, wikis, and
virtual worlds (Prensky, 2001b). It is suggested that a combination of individualism and
collaboration encourages them to question, challenge and critique what they encounter and to
construct alternatives to traditional institutions and structures. They think and process
information differently and attention must be paid to their learning and transformation
capabilities (Prensky, 2005).

Prensky argues that instructors need to improve how they interact with their students.
Digital Natives are engaged outside of class but need to become engaged in class also.
Prensky appears to blame schools. He maintains, “We need to incorporate into our
classrooms the same combination of desirable goals, interesting choices, immediate and
useful feedback, and opportunities to “level up” (that is, to see yourself improve) that engage
kids in their favourite complex computer games” (Prensky 2005, p. 9).

He makes the case for engaging and collaborating with students, having a flexible
organization, implementing digital tools, and programming, and moving curriculums from
the past to the future. These ideas would make sense if based on evidence rather than on
observation and anecdote, which is one of the main criticisms of the Digital Native concept
(Prensky, 2005).

Each of the terms, and others mentioned earlier played to the sensational and
resembled promotional marketing statements rather than academic descriptors. As labels,
they also became influential in shaping current public, political and professional expectations
of the technological abilities and skills of young learners born since 1990 (Selwyn, 2011;
Sheely, 2008). Once these claims became accepted by the media, public and some academics,
the potential for untested ideas to influence educational reform attracted the attention of
critics. Another concept, Digital Literacy, was also being used by policy makers and
academics to investigate the skills future generations would need to function and excel in our
digital world. This term did not have the appeal of Digital natives, but its history is equally

important.
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2.2 Digital Literacy

Digital literacy is a complex topic that currently lacks a consistent definition. The
concept, originally modelled on traditional literacy, evolved along with computers from being
primarily concerned with computer literacy to encompassing all digital media as the internet
grew. One reason for a lack of a standardized definition is a tension between policy makers
and researchers and practitioners as to the meaning of digital literacy. This section will
briefly discuss the history of the various definitions of digital literacy and the conflict
between policy and educational concepts of the term. It will conclude with a discussion of the
state of digital literacy in Japanese education in relation to the subjects of this study.

2.2.1 History & Definition

Originating in the 1970’s, the use of the term, Computer Literacy was an attempt by
policy makers to address the changing technological landscape, and with educators, to
prepare policy to meet the demands of changing technology. Computer literacy was
originally focused on the skills needed to operate a computer. This version held constant until
the 1990’s and evolved to include accessing and using various types of media, as the internet,
and the world wide web, began to develop at a much faster pace.

The term digital literacy may be attributable to Paul Glister (1997) who defined the
term, an extension of traditional analogue literacy, as “the ability to understand and use
information in multiple formats from a wide range of sources when it is presented via
computers” (p. 1). By the mid 1990°s the internet was still in its infancy and digital literacy
was mainly confined to “knowing how to access web pages and to follow hyperlinks.
Information was increasingly networked and distributed but most people’s general mode of
using the internet was principally consultive rather than creative” (Kern, 2021, p. 132). This
period of the internet was mainly connected static web pages with individuals creating their
own websites showcasing their creativity with writing, photography, artwork, and other types
of self-expression.

This began to change when Web 2.0 applications transformed the dynamics of the
internet from posting to participation (Kern, 2021). Web 2.0 changed the concept of digital
literacy even more by allowing for more interaction with websites and the user could now
manipulate, or contribute directly to, sites via comments, and other interactivity. Sites like
YouTube and Wikipedia greatly increased participation by allowing millions of users to
create content. The balance of content began to shift as images overtook text as a dominant

form of online content. This led to a shift in the meaning of literacy in several ways.
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Educators, to adequately prepare their students to have a chance of success in the
present digitally connected world needed to address this phenomenon, yet the term digital
literacy remained an ambiguous concept because of the difficulty in defining and measuring
(Belshaw & Higgins, 2011). Digital literacy as a concept started to become more fractured as
researchers began to put emphasis on their own corner of research, with terms like media
literacy, visual literacy, and audio literacy emerging and making the term even more
problematic. Computer literacy was a simple concept, but digital literacy was growing in
complexity, much like the internet, and researchers were hard pressed to agree on a concise
universal definition.

Digital Literacy needed to incorporate more than just being able to understand
content, but also the ability to analyse, transform and create new content. It also evolved from
simply understanding text, like traditional literacy to exploiting all manner of content with the
idea of media literacy. Digital literacy evolved to mean more than just operating a computer,
or understanding where to find information, but also how to critically evaluate information. It
involved awareness of the resources available to complete necessary tasks that suit the users’
purposes. Digital literacy needed to account for the multimodal, multi-participatory and
multicultural nature of digital content, by presenting a more complex view of literacy needs
to incorporate more than just operating a computer and decoding text. Thus digital literacy
becomes a vastly complex skill set that is not easily defined or explained and “the knowledge,
skills, and practices involved in digital literacies are so wide-ranging, no one is ever ‘digitally
literate’ in all possible ways” (Kern, 2021, p. 134). This now presented a challenge for
educators as they are no longer the gate keepers of knowledge but also must keep up with
technology themselves.

Bulfin & McGraw (2015) suggested two main challenges to understanding literacy
and current digital literacy as instability and definition. They refer to Kress (2003) who
argued that current society exists in an era of instability. This could be understood as
changing ideas of the role of schools, where once the main source of information, knowledge,
and guidance, that role is being supplanted by ever increasing interaction with online media,
commentators, influencers, and a variety of informal learning opportunities. This increased
the pressure on educators to provide the necessary skills, knowledge and understanding to
productively utilize these digital resources.

This is further complicated by the differing agendas presented by policy makers and
researchers and practitioners. Governments are divided between providing the necessary

digital skills for the population to actively participate and contribute to the knowledge
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economy bringing economic benefits and the notion of the civic good that can come from
greater participation in public life (Bulfin & McGraw, 2015).

For policy makers the “discussion of digital literacy is often deterministic or
instrumental, meaning that literacy and new technologies tend to be seen in purely technical
or functional terms” (Bulfin & McGraw, 2015, p. 269) and use these narrow, deterministic
definitions to present technologies as neutral tools to be used to accomplish things in a
neutral way. This can be described a top-down approach to describing digital literacy.

Researchers may be seen as having a more bottom up approach with new literacy
studies pursuing two main lines of inquiry; “one examining a skills-based view of digital
literacy, and the other examining young people’s engagement in popular digital cultures.”
(Bulfin & McGraw, 2015, p. 270). Critiques of a skills-based approach include their

narrow focus on individual and cognitive skills, and for ignoring the rich
social, collaborative, and contextual nature of digital literacy. Skills focused
approaches can lead to restricted skill-based curriculum and pedagogy, and
to so called practical guides for educators which tend not to encourage deeper
engagement with the more complex realities of digital literacies and online
cultures (Bulfin & McGraw, 2015, p. 270).

Skills-based approaches can have a very school-like feel and a focus on youth engagement
with popular culture and how and what they are doing with these technologies may be worth
pursuing. This approach could also examine the kind of skills students are developing
through their own personal engagement with technology.

2.2.2 Policy Frameworks

Most definitions of digital literacy from a policy standpoint emphasize a mastery of
skills and tools with the goal of literacy frameworks and programs to ensure that students not
only are able to use digital tools effectively but are also aware of the capabilities of those
tools. In 2018 The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) presented the following definition:

Digital literacy is the ability to access, manage, understand, integrate,
communicate, evaluate, and create information safely and appropriately
through digital technologies for employment, decent jobs and
entrepreneurship. It includes competences that are variously referred to as

computer literacy, ICT literacy, information literacy and media literacy. (p.7)
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Definitions of digital literacy have been hampered by a lack of agreement on what
should be included. Examples include the knowledge of how to be a good digital citizen by
understanding and adhering to copyright laws and the fair treatment and use of other people’s
content and cyber bullying. The notion of whether students need to be aware of the
repercussions of their actions on the internet was also contemplated for possible inclusion in a
digital literacy definition.

A standard definition of digital literacy will also need to consider cultural and socio-
economic differences between countries. Assumptions in developed countries that students
have access to the internet and current technology do not apply to less developed countries.
Even in Japan, with an abundance of cutting-edge digital devices, the practical use in school
settings differs greatly from other developed nations (Vallance, 2008).

Policy makers will need to decide what they mean when including digital literacy into
policy statements especially regarding education policy for the 21 century. This is an area
where Japan falls behind, at least in terms of implementation. MEXT policy position on
digital literacy is still thought of as computer skills and is presented as such in recent
curriculum guidelines. The lack of communicative aspects of digital technology appears to
remain the same as in the 1980’s where the technology part of ICT was given precedent over
the communicative part. As discussed in section 2.4.3 Technology Education in Japan.

One of the weaknesses of the CALL studies, and literacy studies is the lack of
qualitative work. Quantitative data is suggesting that the digital native is far from a master of
the devices they interact with. This could be due to the commoditization of mobile phones
largely beginning with the release of Apple’s iPhone. Constant interaction with smartphones
gives the appearance of literacy but further research was showing that rather than being active
participants in the digital world, youth were often passive consumers of content.

This is where the term digital literacies began to take the place of computer literacy.
Early computers were simple systems for advanced calculations. With the emergence of the
graphical user interface and mouse, computers were becoming more mainstream. With the

internet, operating the computer was not the only skill needed.

2.2.3 Current State of Japanese Digital Literacy Policy
Current MEXT guidelines and policy statements continue to stress practical computer

skills and appear to emphasize a focus on hard sciences, rather than critical thinking and
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evaluative skills to deal with the ever-increasing content students are exposed to through the
internet. The government began to take ICT skills and digital literacy more seriously after
2011 (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 2011; Oshima & Muramatsu, 2015). The policy
statements are beginning to lean towards a concept of Digital Literacy similar to the
UNESCO framework but are still vague and lacking in definition.

When discussing the role of ICT in education the policy states:

ICT utilization in education aims to enhance quality of education from the

following three aspects:

(1) Information education (cultivating children’s information literacy)

(i)  Utilization of ICT in course instruction (realizing easy-to-understand
classes that deepen children’s understanding through the effective use
of ICT)

(iii))  Introduction of ICT for school administrative works (enabling
teachers to provide more detailed guidance through information
sharing by utilizing ICT and reducing their burden of school
administrative works) (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 2011,
p. 6)

This is the extent of the detail presented regarding the execution of policy by teachers and
school administration and lacks any kind of plan about how teachers are to employ this
technology for learning or what kind of training and support teachers will receive.

The prioritization of the hardware is evident with the GIGA project that was proposed
in 2015 with the goal of providing a tablet device to every student (Oshima & Muramatsu,
2015). While it has been nearly completed with 97.6% of the devices delivered (International
Trade Administration, 2021) and plans second phase involving Cloud infrastructure, there is
little information of how these devices are to be used by teachers. Policy statements regarding
the training and implementation of these devices for teachers are lacking.

High school curriculum guidelines prioritize technical skills with the example of
Japanese computer studies classes in high school that focus on exposing students to Microsoft
Office software and instructing them in basic word processing, spreadsheet, and slideshow
functions (Aoki, 2010; Lockley, 2011). For most students this is not used outside of computer
class. Computer Studies classes are recommended for the entire three years of high school but
are rarely offered past the first year (Lockley & Promnitz-Hayashi, 2012).

Japanese students are also rarely required to use computers for assignments and

classwork. Reports from students suggest that computers are used for the occasional internet
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search or to type up a report. If students use computers, it is usually due to their own
interests, for example creating a spreadsheet to manage a schedule for a club. As a result,
most Japanese high school graduates enter university with little if any computer skills having
forgotten what they had learned in their first-year computer studies class.

This suggests that while overall digital literacy amongst current university students is
basic and superficial, students in developed countries outside of Japan have most likely have
experience using computers academically in high school. This is of course subject to social
and economic conditions. Japanese students, on the other hand, may be on par with these
other students in terms of familiarity with smartphones and are increasing their interaction
with technology outside of class, but are behind in terms of using computers for academic
purposes. “OECD surveys have shown a rapid increase in Japanese youth using computers
and other devices outside of schools. This indicates that there is not low IT literacy amongst
students, but more of an issue with the education system’s lack of IT infrastructure”
(International Trade Administration, 2021, 3 para.). They are further hampered by a
reluctance and inability to access the English internet, being reliant solely on the Japanese
internet. Of course, this is not the case for this entire group, but may be a fair representation
of most Japanese high school graduates. This is contrary to the concept of Digital Natives that

populates mainstream media bringing us to the shortcomings of this term.

2.3 Relevant Criticisms of Digital Natives

The mainstream adoption of these terms and the attention they were attracting led
academics to study the claims about youth and technology use. Under academic scrutiny,
several criticisms emerged concerning the concept of Digital Natives and its underlying
assumptions. This section presents the criticisms that arose from academic study.

The terms Net Generation and Digital Natives, and the ideas behind them, especially
with the language used to present them, proved popular with mainstream media, and began to
attract the attention of academics who began to examine Prensky’s writings and question how
accurate this picture of the Digital Native is. This attention increased after the publication of a
widely cited paper by Bennet, Maton and Kervin (2008) that presented and questioned the
claims made about Digital natives and analysed the debate itself. Bennet, Maton and Kervin

state "The debate over Digital Natives is thus based on two key claims: (1) that a distinct
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generation of ‘Digital Natives’ exists; and (2) that education must fundamentally change to
meet the needs of these ‘Digital Natives" (2008, p. 777).

The term “Moral Panic” has been used when discussing Digital Natives, Millennials
or Net Generation (Ito et al., 2010; Koutropoulos, 2011). Palfrey and Glasser (2008) suggest
the idea of a moral panic is one of the reasons that the term and concept of the Digital Native
has taken such a hold on educators, parents, and the media. Bennett et al., (2008) explain:

moral panics occur when a particular group in society, such as a youth
subculture, is portrayed by the news media as embodying a threat to societal
values and norms. The attitudes and practices of the group are subjected to
intense media focus, which, couched in sensationalist language, amplifies the
apparent threat. So, the term ‘moral panic’ refers to the form the public

discourse takes rather than to an actual panic among the populous. (p. 782)

Selwyn (2011) puts this in context by suggesting that almost all technologies face this
situation when they are new, citing how television was also thought of as a disruptive
dangerous technology “with outcries from worried parents blaming exposure to television
and the internet for various unfortunate occurrences” (Takahashi, 2002, p. 11). Interactions
with technology are problematized and may even be overblown (Selwyn, 2016).

Koutropoulos (2011) explores the etymology of the term Digital Natives and its
accompanying concepts, especially the use of the words “native” and “immigrant” as
implying a superiority/ inferiority relationship based upon the technological prowess
attributed to Digital Natives. This, paired with over-dramatic language and findings
supported largely by anecdotes, fuels the fire for an academic moral panic “between the
technically adept and those who are not; and between learners and teachers” (Bennett et al.,
2008, p. 782).

Such generalization also pits young against old without consideration for differences
within the groups. Other criticisms ranged from its not being based on data but rather on
anecdotal observations (Lockley, 2011) to: it is North American centric, and does not
consider cultural or socio-economic differences (Brown & Czerniewicz, 2010; Gallardo-
Echenique et al., 2015); it fails to account for the diversity and complexity of real life
(Selwyn, 2003); and it lacks theoretical background (Jones, 2011). Researchers began
examining Digital Natives and providing data for a more accurate profile of their interactions

with technology.
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As Selwyn suggests “No aspect of education can be perceived in wholly beneficial
terms, yet students’ use of digital technology has tended to be problematized in rather
unsophisticated ways” (Selwyn, 2016, p. 2). He is referring to a polarized view of the
problems and, in seeking a more balanced application of technology in education, focuses on
the “rather more mundane and ‘messy’ realities of students’ engagement with digital
technology” (Selwyn, 2016, p. 2).

Proliferation of the belief in Digital Natives presents a challenge because parents and
policy makers who adhere to the concept may believe that guidance or support in the
responsible use of technology is not required. Parents may feel intimidated by their children,
thinking that they are more proficient with technology than they are.

Technology does not always mean positive things. According to generational scholar
Jean Twenge (2017), the current generation of American youth is changing in ways that can
be perceived as negative. Through surveys and interviews, she has noticed a sharp difference
in student behaviours starting with 2007, the year the iPhone was introduced. Twenge reports
that there are cycles to youth behaviour but that 2007 was the year of a big spike in terms of
suicides, anxiety, and de-socialization amongst American teens (Twenge, 2017; Twenge,
2018).

Selwyn (2009) raises concerns about the challenges technology presents, such as the
increased chance of being at risk, or danger, using ICT through inappropriate uses. There can
be physical, emotional, and sexual risks associated with digital excesses. Another problem is
an intellectual and academic dumbing down, which can be seen in the decreasing capacity of
young people to gather information in a discerning fashion, taking search engine results as
gospel and relying on cut-and-paste.

Other concerns about internet-supported learning involve undergraduates appearing to
be incapable of independent thought (Brabazon, 2008; Fearn, 2008). It is suggested that
online learning can cut inexperienced students off from teacher support and guidance where
they make rash decisions: clicking replaces thinking and they Google their way through a
degree. This leads to concerns over increased disengagement, disenchantment and alienation
from formal institutions and activities as well as promoting a culture of disrespect for their
Digital Immigrant instructors.

The need for constant connectivity leads to a generation who would rather click than
communicate (Takahashi, 2014). Turkle (2015) reports, “Recent research shows that people
are uncomfortable if left alone with their own thoughts, even for a few minutes” (p. 10). This

is a big problem for young people but is now beginning to spread across the generations as
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smartphones become more accessible. Turkle illustrates this with a story of the disconnection
anxiety experienced by a woman waiting at the hospital with her friend. They had to wait 5
hours and in that time her phone battery was about to lose its charge and she began to panic.

This description sums up the challenges Digital Natives face through constantly being
connected. “Machines present us with information at a volume and velocity that we try,
unsuccessfully to keep up with. But we try. And the effort means that we are often so busy
communicating that we don’t have time to think.” (Turkle, 2015, p. 75)

Undergraduates are not completely unaware of the disadvantages of technology.
Selwyn (2016) listed four categories of how students reported that technology can be
unhelpful:

e Distraction: diverting attention from work
Disruption: technology ‘failing’ to function-preventing students from working
Difficulty: On-going difficulties and inconveniences encountered when using
technologies. Making it harder for students to work

e Detriment: technology leading to diminished forms of higher education- for example,
lower quality provision, compromised practices, and experiences.

What Selwyn suspected is that students attribute the regular difficulties of university
life to technology. “Many of the ‘downsides’ highlighted in our data could therefore be seen
as reflecting the inability, unwillingness or uninterest of students to shape themselves to these
expectations and norms of university” (Selwyn, 2016, p. 12). Students may simply be unable
to adjust and accommodate “teaching and learning styles, and procedures and practices, of

the new university environment” (Selwyn, 2016, p. 13).
2.4 Real-life Observations of the Digital Natives

What begins to emerge is a much more complex and varied picture of the Digital
Native than originally described; one that “is far from homogeneous, with great diversity in
access to, and frequency of, use of technologies” (Kennedy et al., 2010, p. 339). Of course,
Prensky, Tapscott and Oblinger could not have foreseen the advances in technology, such as
smartphones and tablets, but even in their later revisions they still hold on to their optimistic
visions (Prensky, 2011; Tapscott, 2009). What we are in fact seeing is a group of individuals
who are extremely varied in their use of technology.

While some youth may be advanced and proficient with digital tools, most have a
very superficial relationship with their devices, interacting with them mainly for

entertainment and social networking (Bennett et al., 2008; Bieri & Elliott, 2017; Gosper,
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Malfoy & McKenzie, 2011; McDonald & Foss, 2009; Selwyn, 2016). Even those that do use
them for academic purposes, only have surface knowledge of the functions. In academic
situations, students’ digital literacy skills are found to be somewhat lacking, with the ability
to do in-depth information searches quite limited (Gosper et al., 2013). “For educators, there
are challenges in engaging these students meaningfully in learning with digital technology
and reversing unfavourable habits, for example, underdeveloped web-based search-and-
assess skills and the use of digital content ethically for academic purposes” (Ng, 2015, p. vii).
This lack of using technology applies mainly to its use for learning. Students have
been found to use the available technology to solve the logistic challenges of university—for
example, rewatching video lectures that they missed; not having to carry around heavy
textbooks; keeping track of deadlines and assignments; being able to “Google” rather than
search through books in the library; and submit assignments online (Henderson, Selwyn, &
Aston, 2015). Technology is associated with convenience and students are not using it in line
with what the term Digital Native suggests. Where technology is involved in an academic
activity, it is used in a surface or strategic way, such as for finding the right answers. The

authors argue:

digital technology is helping undergraduate students in a number of ways.
Yet, often these tend not to be the creative, collaborative, participatory and
hyper-connected practices that tend to be foregrounded in discussions of
digital education and learning technology. Rather these are the activities,
practices and processes that students feel compelled to undertake in order to
‘do’ university. Thus, the ‘best” uses of digital technology highlighted in
these data could be said to offer a telling reflection of the realities of

contemporary student life. (Henderson et al., 2015, p. 10)

Students made use of general online information sites like Google or Wikipedia rather
than specialist sites such as university library resources or Google Scholar (Henderson,
Selwyn, Finger, & Aston, 2015; Kennedy & Judd, 2011). Uses and usefulness of digital
technologies were a fluid construct varying with the area of study. Depending on the
department, students used the technologies differently—for example, time-saving tools were
rated more useful for Humanities students than those in Creative Arts and Design. They
conclude that for “digital technology to be an essential element of university study. Use of

one’s own computer (and increasingly smartphone) is now a common means for all but a
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handful of students to conduct their university studies” (Henderson, Selwyn, Finger, et al.,
2015, p. 316).

Student use of technology is not as widespread as thought. Kennedy, Judd,
Churchward, Gray, & Krause, (2008) discovered that students stick to what they know
(mobile phones and e-mail) and do not try new technologies. Internet search was also found
to be one of the most commonly used form of technology, while the university LMS was
used mainly for checking lesson outlines and accessing lecture recordings (Gosper et al.,
2013). Students use of technology for everyday purposes is centred on well-established
technologies and exhibits a similar pattern for educational use (Kennedy, Judd, Churchward
et al., 2008).

Ng (2015) discusses how there is a disparity between instructors and students on the
perceptions of using technology for learning. Technology no longer has a novelty effect and
needs to be used with purpose. Students have enough passive screen time on their own, so if
technology is used in the class, there needs to be a specific reason and one that should be
explained clearly to the students.

This presents a current picture of Digital Natives outside of Japan—one that non-
Japanese instructors would most likely imagine when they encounter their Japanese students.
It is largely constructed from a Western perspective and is concerned with Western ideas of
education and theories of learning. In the next sections, this study focuses on the factors that
influence Japanese learners and their relationship with technology for learning. They share
some similarities with their Western counterparts, but there are also notable differences of

which researchers and practitioners should be aware.

2.5 Japanese Context

This section examines youth and technology in the Japanese context. Before exploring
the technology aspect, the cultural contexts of Japanese and English education are discussed.
This sets the foundation for understanding how Japanese students perceive learning English
and using technology. The development of mobile technology in Japan—and how Japanese
youth created relationships with mobile devices—sets the background for how this
relationship influenced studies with technology for language learning. The final section
presents some examples of research with Japanese students involving MALL, CALL and

SALC from the perspective of the assumptions and beliefs held by researchers, both explicit
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and implicit, about Japanese learners. The result will be a profile of how ICT research

perceives the Japanese Digital Native.

2.5.1 English Education in Japan

High stakes exams—a key aspect of Japanese education—are highly influential in
shaping Japanese perceptions of learning (Kubota, 2011). Education is provided by the state
until the end of junior high school (9 years), with high school consisting of a system of both
private and publicly run schools that require payment for tuition. Entrance to these schools
entails taking an exam. Generally, public schools are well-thought-of and cheaper than
private but, in all cases, students must face high school entrance exams.

The Japanese system of education is influenced by Confucius principles, albeit
Japanese Confucius ones. This involves a top-down, teacher-centred style of classroom
instruction. The teacher provides the knowledge and students are tasked with learning it.
Students are passive participants in their education and become dependent on teachers for
what they are required to learn. Lee (2011) cites Stapleton’s (1995) four aspects of Japanese
Confucian culture that influence the education system: knowing one’s place in the hierarchy;
knowledge and memory over creativity; the high regard for literacy; and using examinations
as a means of assessing ability. Following these principles, the teacher is the absolute
authority in the classroom which is focussed on passing down facts to be memorized through
texts which will ultimately be tested using a high stakes exam. Of particular importance are
the principles of knowledge and memory rather than creativity, with formal examinations
used as a means of assessing ability in English language instruction.

This may be contrasted with a version of Western learning that would shape the
assumptions of learning that are held by non-Japanese instructors. These assumptions would
also influence instructors’ expectations of what Japanese students are capable of. Mayas &

De Freitas, (2007) stated:

According to these theoretical perspectives, learning could further be

understood as:

1) Building concepts or competences in steps of increasing
compositeness, such that they are manifested in external behaviour
and internal representation is less important (i.e., associative).

2) Achieving understanding through experimentation or active

discovery (i.e., constructive - individual).
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3) Achieving understanding through dialogue and collaboration —in the
zone of proximal development (i.e., constructive - social).

4) Developing practice in particular community and less attention is paid
on the formal learning activity (i.e., situated) (cited in Khalid,

Rongbutsri, & Buus, 2012, p. 561).

The Japanese education system is geared to preparing students to pass entrance
examinations, first high school and then university (Kikuchi & Browne, 2009; Lee, 2011;
Yoshida, 2003). This type of instruction is known as Juken Eigo (English for entrance exams)
(Kikuchi & Browne, 2009). These high stakes exams are extremely important as the high
school students attend will influence the universities that they can attempt to enter
(Sakamoto, 2012). University status will then influence the job, or career, which is available
to them (Tasaki, 2017). For this reason, Japanese teachers are under pressure to prepare
students for these exams and the easiest way is to follow the prescribed Ministry of
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) approved textbooks which set
out a grammar explanation- translation method, referred to as yakudoku (Browne & Wada,
1998; Holmes, 1998; Kikuchi & Browne, 2009; Sakamoto, 2012; Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004).
This method “is often compared to the traditional teaching style of classical languages in the
West (Gorsuch, 1998)” (cited in Holmes, 1998: p. 399) and is a word-by-word translation
technique with a focus on translating sentences that can be tested, rather than understanding
the meaning of a text. The focus of yakudoku is on translating foreign languages, mostly
English, into Japanese and in the process removing the foreignness from the ideas (Torikai,
2005). Grammar instruction seems to be secondary to translation and using English as a tool
for communicating does not even enter the picture (Hagerman, 2009).

In some ways original ideas about learning English, proposed in education policy in
the 1980’s, was not about learning new ways of communicating, but of learning how to
explain Japanese perspectives to foreigners. Liddicoat (2007) proposes that, in examining this
underlying policy of foreign education, learning English involves using the words to express
Japanese ideas and concepts without integrating or understanding the concepts of English
thought. While these may be lofty policy decisions made in the 1980’s, they may have lost
their original strength and have trickled down to create an English education environment
that is focussed on making English unnecessarily difficult (Hagerman, 2009).

The exams are formulaic multiple choice, fill-in-the-blank type exercises designed to

test a student’s ability to translate text. Preparation for these tests rewards the rote
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memorization and drills that have become the mainstays of Japanese English education. “This
focus on the entrance exams can also be seen in the strongly teacher-centred classrooms, and
teachers’ insistence on conformity in students’ answers.” (Gorsuch, 1998, p. 27). Even with
MEXT guidelines encouraging teachers to provide communicative instruction, or having
students produce written work, “the primary focus of these classes was on the memorization
of grammatical structures and long explanations by the teacher on usage” (Kikuchi &
Browne, 2009, p. 187). This results in an educational philosophy aimed at passing tests. In
some ways lasting learning may be an afterthought, as test scores are the primary goal. This is
observed in students’ approach to learning which is usually seen as amounting to cramming
before the test to remember enough to get through the exams. Communicative language
teaching, task-based learning or the use of technology are ideas that take valuable class time
away from exam preparation, so are given lip service at best, and at worst appear to be
completely dismissed by Japanese language teachers (Sakamoto, 2012).

Students have little chance to experience authentic English materials in class and are
not exposed to English as a means of communication. Classroom English texts were shown to
be extremely difficult in terms of readability (Kikuchi, 2006; Kikuchi & Browne, 2009).
Student perceptions of English are shaped by their teachers, and students who report “liking”
English have been shown to be unable to explain what “liking English” means to them. They
may be merely responding with what they think they should say. Their liking of English
possibly correlates to being able to achieve high test scores.

The study of English in Japan falls into two camps, learning English to pass university
entrance exams and learning English because of personal interest (Ryan, 2009). MEXT
policy decisions claim to create learners that can communicate in English, but their actions in
terms of teacher support and policy enforcement, tend to produce the individuals that are only
able to pass exams. Teachers are not supported when policy changes are announced, and
implementation communicative language learning is usually left to the discretion of local
schools. Teacher support and training is non-existent, so it is clear why Japanese English
Education tends to be disappointing at best, a failure at worst (Y oshida, 2003).

The demanding nature of the English curriculum and the pressure to prepare students
for exams dissuades Japanese teachers from straying from traditional methods (Kikuchi &
Browne, 2009; Sakamoto, 2012). Lack of professional support also discourages them from
experimenting with more communicative methods of language instruction or making better
use of technology for learning (Latchem, Jung, Aoki & Ozkul, 2008). Japanese teachers

frequently fit into Prensky’s model of the Digital Immigrant and struggle with using simple
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digital technologies (Vallance, 2008), thereby setting a poor example for their students by
dismissing technology as a serious tool for learning, sometimes even going so far as to

present technology as dangerous (Hashimoto, 2009).

2.5.2 Digital Technology and Japanese Youth

There is a vast difference between educational technology use in secondary schools in
Japan versus English-speaking countries such as Australia, Canada, UK, and US (Gnitetskaya
& Gnitetskiy, 2013; Gurung & Rutledge, 2014; Lam, 2006; Ng, 2015). Some of these
differences in the student experience present themselves in the use of various e-learning
software (Gurung & Rutledge, 2014) or in how students master using computers (Gnitetskaya
& Gnitetskiy, 2013). It can also be traced to a lack of support for computer equipment and the
training of teachers where many of the early applications of CALL tended to “see activities
that were intended for pen and paper to be transferred essentially as is” (Stockwell &
Hubbard, 2013: 5).

The 1990’s saw advances in mobile technology in Japan that outpaced those in North
America and Europe. While computer ownership was necessary for access to the internet
elsewhere, Japanese mobile phones, known as keifai, could access the internet without the
need for computers. North American students required computers to use social networking
sites, while Japanese students devised clever work arounds to maintain their social networks,
first using pagers, then keitai. When keitai developed e-mail capabilities, then later internet
access, there was little reason to use a computer (Boase & Kobayashi, 2008; Caldwell, 2018;
Takahashi, 2011).

The relationship between Japanese youth and digital technology began with the
introduction of pagers (Boase & Kobayashi, 2008; Takahashi, 2011). High school students,
predominantly female, put pagers to novel use to create and maintain their social circles. This
led Japanese telecoms to develop the iMode system which allowed mobile phones, or keitai,
to have access to the internet. Junior and senior high school students, mainly female, were
using this technology in creative ways to maintain social relationships within their groups, or

uchi (uchi means “insiders” or an intimate circle of friends) (Takahashi, 2011).

The creative use of pagers was an encouraging sign. It showed how
the use of mobile phone e-mail has both positive and negative implications.

Unlike their Western counterparts who have more access to computers,
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Japanese adolescents rely on mobile phone e-mail to not only bond with their

close ties but to bridge and form new ties (Boase & Kobayashi, 2008: 18).

Japanese students have almost wholeheartedly adopted the use of mobile devices to
the point where they are addicted to them, according to Igarashi, Motoyoshi, Takai, &
Yoshida (2008), who examined high school students and the socio-cultural need for Japanese
to maintain social contacts. One of the few qualitative researchers to examine Japanese youth
and their relationship with digital technologies, Takahashi’s (2002, 2007, 2011, 2014)
research focused on Tokyo youth and how they used mobile devices to maintain their social
networks and interact with digital media. Being Japanese, she was able to add a cultural depth
to her examination of her subjects. She found that the uchi, or social groups one belongs to,
have taken on new meaning with the advent of instant communication and the always-on
nature of the internet. She warns about the risks associated with the always on nature of
digital devices (Takahashi, 2014) but also discusses the creative ways young people use the
internet for “impression management” and creating and re-creating their self-identity.

Involvement in social groups does not come without a cost. The price for constant
connection was strict rules for behaviour involving instantaneous replies to e-mail messages,
comments on blog posts and pictures (Takahashi, 2014). This is magnified for Japanese teens
through the responsibility they have to their uchi (Takahashi, 2014). Social groups like the
uchi involve a greater degree of social responsibly and pressure and, in some ways mobile
devices and constant connectivity have resulted in even more social pressure, devolving high
school social networking until it becomes akin to the village mentality of feudal Japan
(Takahashi, 2014).

Japanese youth use the internet for connecting to their immediate friends and family
using LINE (a messaging app popular in Japan) and those beyond their groups over Twitter
and Facebook. As in the 1990’s with pagers, Japanese young people are creative in their
exploitation of mobile devices (pagers to keitai to smartphones) for their own purposes
(Boase & Kobayashi, 2008). When discussing the Japanese Digital Native, Kimura explains:

the term itself has been replaced, in order to adapt to the specific Japanese
context, by ‘cyber natives’ (Kimura, 2010), ‘neo-Digital Natives’
(Hashimoto, Oku, Nagao & Shono, 2010), ‘ketai (mobile) natives’ (Harada,
2010). These new terms emphasize the uniqueness of Japan as well as that of
the young generation. They distinguish Digital Natives not only from digital
immigrants but also from Western Digital Natives (Takahashi, 2011, p70).
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As we have seen elsewhere, Japanese have little experience or exposure to the English
internet (Lockley, 2013) and they have little need for it as there are “vast mobile internet sites
whose services and interfaces are different from PC internet sites. They have been uniquely
developed inside Japan through teenagers’ creative use of mobile phones” (Takahashi, 2011,
p. 72). Their needs are being fulfilled and, in some ways, these close relationships and social
obligations require them to spend a great deal of time involved with social management
(Takahashi, 2007; Takahashi, 2010).

Japanese students rely on mobile devices as their digital tool of choice. Computers
were introduced in school, but not required for classwork, especially English classwork, with
infrequent use of ICT in schools and tests and assignments still being administered on paper
(Caldwell, 2018; Tasaki, 2017). Tasaki (2017) reports that Japanese students when they do
use computers use them for e-mail and single player games. This was also explored by
Gnitetskaya & Gnitetskiy (2013) in their study of Japanese, American and Russian youth
computer use. Japanese users reported lower levels of proficiency and computer mastery than
their American and Russian counterparts. In addition, Japanese students preferred learning
about computers from teachers in school, rather than exploring and discovering on their own,
which is consistent with their educational influences.

The use of, or lack of, digital technology in the classroom is quite different from the
use of technology outside the classroom, especially in the case of Japanese youth. The near
total reliance on mobile technologies, and lack of interaction with computers, are one aspect
that sets Japanese youth apart from Western youth and their counterparts in Asia. Japanese
learners fall behind their counterparts in other countries in their use of technology for
learning (Caldwell, 2018). The next section discusses the role technology plays in Japanese

education.

2.5.3 Technology Education in Japan

The Ministry of Education guidelines stipulate three years of computer instruction in
high school.

Lockley & Promnitz-Hayashi (2012), explain:

In senior high schools, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science
and Technology (MEXT), promulgated a new curriculum area called
Information Studies with three strands, A, B and C in 2003 (MEXT, 2006).

Information Studies A teaches basic ICT skills such as word processing,
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spreadsheets and PowerPoint. B looks at the scientific side of ICT, including
hardware and software, operating systems, and network functioning. C
includes the social issues that arise from ICT and its role in business,
government, and the social services. All senior high schools should offer at

least one of these (MEXT, 2006). (p. 3)

The reality is usually that students have one year of instruction and are briefly
introduced to the Microsoft Office suite (Information Studies A). In the second and third
year, time for computer class is relegated to exam preparation. Many high schools in Japan
have computer rooms that largely gather dust much like the Language Labs of previous
generations (Aoki, 2010; Lockley, 2011).

Generally, students do not use computers outside of these designated computer
classes, especially for English class. For many, their first real experience with technology for
learning will occur at university. Presently students have access to the internet on their
smartphones, and many have access to computers in their homes. Lockley (2011) reported

informal observations where:

few students claimed they did not know how to operate a computer; a lot of
others said they could but had little or no knowledge of seemingly common
programs, such as Microsoft Word and PowerPoint; and some appeared to

struggle with simply getting online (p. 93).

Another case described students who struggled with simple computer tasks showing a
lack of basic knowledge of how computers work. Students reported their computers were
broken, when they were not turned on, the sound did not work where the volume was not
turned up, and where students were found to be unable to copy or paste text, change the font
size, colour, or style in Microsoft Word. This occurred after students reported using
computers for homework assignments (Williams, 2011).

Instructors receive mixed messages regarding student computer skills at the university
level. Students all seem to possess smartphones and use social networking. It may appear

that:

the real issue may not be lack of ICT knowhow or motivation, but actually in

a host of other areas. They were socio-cultural; in the fact that students were
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unwilling to look too ‘clever’ in front of others. Another area is hardware
based; students were encountering ICT in English for the first time, and they
were often unfamiliar with the models, e.g., laptops or Apple Macs,
employed by universities. Finally, they were time based; the skills that
students had learned during their previous schooling had been allowed to rust
over the final year of senior high school when students spend a lot of time
revising on their own for entrance exams, rather than in timetabled lessons

(Lockley & Promnitz-Hayashi, 2012, p. 4).

Another study found that three-quarters of students believed that their ICT skills were
enough to access a blended learning course in English, although 60% were not confident in
their computer skills upon entering university. In their description of the operation of a
blended learning course, Kobayashi & Little (2011) found that the design of interfaces is a
very important element if students are to use programs easily. Williams (2011) reported that
students were initially unable to operate unfamiliar hardware (Lockley, 2011) but were
conversely confident in their ICT abilities in general and it did not take them long to become
accustomed (Tasaki, 2017).

Aoki (2010) reports on the lack of implementation of ICT in Japanese higher
education even with government policy and the technology to back it up. “Japan has all the
technologies and the government support to make itself the front-runner i