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It bas been observed that many students seem-
ingly lack information and communication
technology (ICT) skills when entering univer-
sity. This paper looks at the experience young
Japanese people have had of using technology,
in particular ICT, prior to entering university.
The data was collected by means of a question-
naire (N=105) and found that students have
engaged with numerous technologies in a
large variety of situations. The aim is to inform
teachers, learning advisors and universities
(perbaps change tbis to ‘university adminis-
trators”) of the practicalities of using ICT in
class and how to manage technology witbin
curricula; a variety of suggestions are made.

Introduction

A glance around a university classroom in
Japan reveals that virtually all students own
and use mobile phones, iPods or MP3 players
proficiently. However, one often hears teach-
ers talking about young Japanese people’s
lack of 1CT! know-how and the challenges
universities and companies face when
young people (perhaps change “young peo-
ple” to “new employees”) join their ranks. It
seems reasonable from this to assume that
students’ general technology literacy must
be considerable, but their more formal tech-
nology literacy may be lacking something.
This paper was born of the observation,
that among first year students at the uni-
versity where the data for this paper was
collected, there are a large variety of profi-
ciency levels evident. This is challenging for
teachers when setting ICT based exercises,
some teachers even refuse to use comput-
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ers in class, believing that they will have to waste time teaching students the very basics
such as how to plug in a laptop.

Informal soundings prior to this research revealed that very 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.

For teachers and learning advisors in Japan to be able to plan for curriculum modernisa-
tion, normalisation of CALL, self access centres and more generally for hardware expendi-
ture, it is clearly imperative to have a clear picture of what prior experience students have
with technology and how this will translate to everyday university life. Institutions of all
levels also need to know what their students have done with technology at home and in pre-
vious schooling and how they can potentially transfer these skills to the educational sphere.

This paper will, by means of a survey, show a snapshot of how 105 first year university
students have interacted with technology in their pre-university lives in and out of the
educational sphere. It will look at the implications this raises and make some suggestions.

ICT and technology in daily Japanese life and education

According the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 87.2% of
Japanese households have access to a computer and 67.1% of households are online; rank-
ing 6th and 18th among the 40 OECD countries respectively (OECD, 2010). The Ministry of
Internal Affairs and Communications (MIC) reports that Japan enjoys the world’s highest
broadband speeds and lowest consumer costs and furthermore that, although access to
internet at home is slightly hindered among lower socio-economic groups and the elderly,
among under 50s in general well over 9o% are online (MIC, 2009).

Japan in general and Tokyo in particular has the highest mobile phone ownership in
the world (Takahashi, 2008) and the largest number of 3G mobile phone users (MIC, 2009).
Regardless of age, gender, income or educational status, these are used largely to access
the internet and email (Mito & Ono, 2008) rather than exclusively for phone calls, thereby
blurring the boundaries between ICT and mobile technologies in a way not yet seen in
other countries. Mobile phones have become central to young peoples’ identities and social
networks (Boase & Kobayashi, 2008).

The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT),
states that the purpose of ICT in schools “is to promote computer literacy in students
in order to develop their abilities to participate in a society that is information oriented”
(Moriyama et al., 2009, p.310). In 2002/3 a new Course of Study (government guidelines
for schools, but schools have much leeway in interpretation and implementation (Lockley,
2011) was promulgated, introducing a new compulsorily curriculum area called Information
Studies.

There are three different strands to Information Studies in senior high school, labeled
A, B and C (MEXT, 2006). All school must offer at least one of them. Information Studies A
concentrates on basic ICT skills such as word processing, spreadsheets and PowerPoint. B
involves the scientific side of computing, including hard and software, operating systems,
and network functioning. C deals with social issues and computing, including ICT’s role in
business, government and the social services. For students who aim to leave senior high
school and enter the ICT workforce directly, there is also a vocational subject option which

94 covers higher level computer skills (MEXT, 2006). Verno & Chujo (2009) state that initially
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most schools lacked the means to offer anything but Information Studies A, however over
the last 6 years this has developed to nearly half of schools offering also options B and C.

The junior high school Information Studies curriculum teaches basic skills, some mul-
timedia functions, and the role and ethics of ICT in daily life. Elementary schools have no
specifically stipulated curriculum, but teachers are encouraged to use computers in other
subject areas such as regional, environmental and social studies (Ohashi, 2010).

In 2006, MEXT figures stated that there was one computer for every 5.7 students in senior
high schools, 6.9 in junior high and 9.6 in elementary schools, 89.5% of these were con-
nected to the internet. This picture of relative technological plenty is confused somewhat
by the fact that it has been estimated that many school computers are old models, with
approximately 400,000 still running on Windows 98 or Windows Me (Salzberg, 2007). As
these platforms are no longer supported by major software manufacturers, this limits the
use of these computers to old or outdated programs. The reason for lack of spending on up-
to-date hardware is that Japanese schools simply don’t have the cash to spare. They spend
most of their budgets on salaries, 87.4% compared with 74.7% in the Republic of Korea and
69.7% in the UK (Lockley, 2011).

So despite the new Course of Study, lack of modern equipment could be one of the
reasons why the ICT proficiency and confidence of Japanese school students is one of the
lowest in the OECD, particularly in higher level computing tasks such as programming and
multi-media presentations but also in routine tasks such as email and typing (Cosgrove
et al., 2005).

This lack of confidence could also be a wider social issue of which teachers see only the
tip. MIC (2009) found that a large proportion of the Japanese population feel “insecure”
when using the internet and ICT, and ICT confidence in general ranks very low internation-
ally. Furthermore, ICT investment, and presence in both the public and private sectors is
one of the lowest in the industrialised world.

In schools, students of both sexes report low confidence. However, there is near parity in
confidence between male and female students, particularly in the routine tasks. This stands
in contrast to most countries where males are overwhelmingly more confident (Cosgrove
et al., 2005). Moriyama et al. (2009) also found that female students have a clearer vision
of ICT's real life applications, and the need to study to acquire computing skills.

Among teachers, Joshi et al. (2010) found that Japanese teachers of young children had
significant concerns over the use and effectiveness of ICT in lessons. This was not related
to teachers own proficiency with ICT, but Joshi et al. (2010) suggested that training of how
to integrate computers in class was lacking. It is worth noting however they produced no
convincing evidence for the latter, and Verno and Chujo (2009) write that more and better
training is now being enacted, with new teachers especially being comprehensively trained
pre-service. MEXT (2006) maintains that 97.4% of teachers are computer literate, with 76.8%
able to incorporate ICT into their subject area.

Methodology

This study employs a mixed method data collection survey, requiring quantitative responses
to five-point continuous and numerical data scale based questions with qualitative com-
ments to back up, strengthen and establish foundations for the quantitative data. The
questionnaire was administered on SurveyMonkey.com which provides a dedicated web
page for every questionnaire, restricting access to invited participants only. Questions were 95
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in English and Japanese and students could respond in either language, whichever they felt
more conformable with. This questionnaire was based on a previous questionnaire created
and administered by Langdon (2011) to investigate teacher and learner attitudes to the use
of technology in EFL classrooms. Langdon constructed his questionnaire from interviews
with 6 students about their use of ICT.

Instruments

The data was collected from 105 first year students at a foreign language university in
Chiba City. Exactly two-thirds (n=70) were female and enrolled on English or International
Communication majors.

The questionnaire comprised 20 questions, 8 of which have been used as data for this
paper. Questions five and seven use a continuous data scale to provide measurable catego-
ries and restrict the data to analyzable portions. Questions nine and six collect nominal
data to establish clear percentages.

To create the tables reproduced below; responses were converted in to percentages, and
rounded to the nearest whole number. This provides a clear picture and enables compari-
son of the figures in a straightforward manner. The classification of qualitative comments
differs for each question and is explained in context below.

Findings

The findings give an interesting view of the use of technology by young Japanese people, in
pre-university settings, as shown below.

Table 1: Home technology use

5) What types of technology do you use at home?

T
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€ S ] 9 o h=] <

S =£ £ £ Z s = S & 5
Every day 58% 95% 7% 46% 76% 27% 2% 10% 7% 0%
Several times 38% 1% 1% 10% 13% 13% 18% 23% 8% 2%

a week

Once a week 2% 1% 0% 0% 2% 2% 29% 30% 28% 4%
Once a month 0% 0% 1% 1% 2% 2% 36% 20% 25% 0%
Never 2% 3% 91% 44% 7% 56% 15% 17% 34% 94%

Note: All percentages rounded up to the nearest whole number.

Out of school use

The answers to question five (Table 1) show that nearly all students have computers at home,
use mobile phones and televisions and posses some kind of music storage/ listening device.
These are all used at least several times a week by 96%, 96%, 89% and (combining figures
for iPod and MP3 players) 95% respectively. These devices are virtually universal.

96 The figures equally show that iPhones have yet to saturate the student market (7%) and
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DVDs, CDs and Radios are used infrequently but at least once a month by the majority of
students; 85%, 83% and 66% respectively.

The 16 qualitative responses were too few to classify easily, but these three were classed
as typical:

“T use computer and TV everyday but I don't use I pod or CD.”

“I often use iPod Touch and watch YouTube but I have no time to watch TV.”

“IT use] computer [sic] for homework and listening to music, television for enjoyment,
mobile phone to contact home and CDs for study and entertainment.”

There is a wide variety of technology being used regularly at home and for both entertain-
ment and study.

Table 2: Pre-university non school use

9) Did you use computers before coming to university, but not in school? (for example at home,
in an internet café, in a friend’s house)

Yes 86%

No 14%

The answers to question nine in Table 2 show that students commonly used computers in
a non-school setting before coming to university, but the figure is below the MIC (2009)
reported figures of 95.5% for this age group. This question attracted 53 comments, of which
77% explicitly mentioned home use. Of the final 27% of responses, in all but 6%, there was
no comment on where ICT had been used, simply what kind of use; it is possible that these
responses may also indicate home use.

School use

Table 3: Technology use at school

6) Did you use technology at school before coming to university?

Elementary School (ages 6-12) 68%
Junior High School (ages 12-15) 86%
Senior High School (ages 15-18) 89%

The answers to question six in Table 3 indicate a high usage levels at all levels of school prior
to university, though predictably the figures increase for the later stages, this is due to the
level of schooling, but also due to the increased proliferation of ICT in schools (the subjects
of this research would have started elementary school in 1998 and left in 2004 before the
new Course of Study was properly underway). However, why haven't 11% of students had
any exposure to any technology at senior high and 14% at junior high schools?

The 51 comments added give more detail, they were again not easily classifiable due
to their variety, but three broad strands were identified and these four comments were
chosen as typical.

“I study how to use computer in elementary school. I got cell phone when [ was 3rd junior

high school student. I bought a iPod when I was high school student”
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“When I was in elementary school, I learn about typing, how to[...] send e-mail. In junior
high school, I leaned about how to presentation and how to use word”

“Word, excel, powerpoint and internet”

“I learned powerpoint but now I can't use it”

The first strand gives a brief history of technology use and perhaps is a good indication of
changing fashions and consumer technology advances. Computers have been in homes the
longest, followed by mobile phones and the iPod is a relatively recent innovation.

The second strand is represented by quotes two and three, and shows that many students
have plenty of experience of different computer programs. Quote two also indicates at
what stage the programs were introduced at school, simple typing and email at elementary
school followed by more complicated applications, powerpoint and word, in junior high
school. This broadly equates to the Course of Study quidelines.

The third strand indicates, that just because a program has been taught does not neces-
sarily mean that the program has been learned or indeed the information retained.

Table 4: Pre-university school use

7) What type of technology did you use at school before coming to university? (e.g. in class,
preparation for class, homework)

5 _5 N
é Loy o g'g wﬁ 5
3 25 ° < S 5 vE; 98 £
S £ & z T & 8 & &8 ==& B8
Every day 25% 81% 36% 65% 25% 5% 17% 6% 3% 0%  00%
Several times  41% 4% 9%  14% 10% 24% 26% 10% 1% 4% 0%

a week

Once aweek  23% 1% 2% 4% 1% 22% 26% 11% 1% 1% 3%
Once a month 8% 1% 2% 5% 7% 29% 14%  14% 2% 8% 1%
Never 4% 13% 51% 12% 57% 21% 17% 58% 92% 88% 96%

Note: All percentages rounded up to the nearest whole number.

The responses to question seven in Table 4 show, as the literature reported, that Japanese
schools use technology extensively in their curriculum. 89% reported using computers
at least once a week, 83% televisions and 69% both DVDs and CDs. There were 17 extra
responses to this question and 76% of them described ways that they had used technology
in school. These three quotes are representative:

“[for] homework and restudy what I learned in school and look for something I don't
know and I can't find answer in book”

“I often watched TV when I was junior high school student”

“T used PC for my report in the school”

Technology then, as maintained by MEXT, is used as a key component of Japanese schools’
teaching methods, and across the curriculum. Students themselves are using ICT outside

of school to back up their learning.
Although given the pervasiveness of mobile phones among young Japanese people it
98 shouldn't be, the 81% of students who used mobile phones in class on a daily basis was
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unanticipated. This may reflect the wording of the question which does not specify whether
the technology was used for educational purposes or not. It would be difficult to conceive
of current teachers engaging with m-learning, though this could change in the future. The
same could be said of daily iPod and MP3 use, 36% and 25% respectively. The comments
unfortunately do not shed any more light on this finding.

Discussion

It is clear that Japanese households are full of technological appliances, including ICT, and
the survey data shows that virtually all the respondents to the survey are both familiar
with and possess many different technological tools and are also online outside university.
They are also surrounded by technology in other locations and, this is not just being used
for entertainment, but also for study and has been for many students since they were
young children.

Why then the issues noted in the introduction? Is the problem in schools? The survey
data backs up the literature in showing that technologies of various sorts are used exten-
sively and on a daily basis in schools. The most commonly used technology was computers,
with 89% using them at least once a week; it seems students engage with ICT frequently.
Lack of modern equipment could however be a large reason for the lack of confidence
reported in the literature. If the programs used are older and simpler than the more modern
ones at university, then that would clearly be a confounding factor for many students. The
students may also be familiar with desktops rather than laptops, which are the dominant
hardware at the university where this research took place.

Questions however must be raised about the 11% of respondents who report having no
exposure to technology at all during their senior high school years, not to mention the
14% in junior high school. A minority of schools are clearly not giving their students their
stipulated requirement for Information Studies. That said it is a small minority and should
not be dwelt on overly.

The survey data did suggest that students had learnt about programs such as PowerPoint,
Excel and Word, but that they had forgotten how to use them. This could possibly mean that
once having engaged with these programs, they did not have the opportunity to actually
use them in a real life application, e.g. as a learning tool in another (non-ICT) subject area.
There is no evidence to support this however, indeed the survey data a literature suggest
that this may not be the case. There could possibly be a mismatch between school curricula
and real world usage, though again the literature suggested that this should not be the
case if most schools are following the Course of Study guidelines and enacting Information
Studies, regardless of which stream.

It may also be possible that although students are familiar with software in Japanese,
the computers used in the university where this research took place are overwhelmingly
English language only. This would be the same in many contexts where CALL takes place
in Japan. Despite the fact that the participants are enrolled on EFL courses, they may well
never have encountered English lanquage computers before and this may well cause hesi-
tation before use.

One unintended finding was the fact that 81% of students admit to using mobile phones
in class. This does raise the point that they are unlikely to be paying undivided attention
to the lesson; rather they are probably using mobiles for social reasons. iPods and MP3
players are even more distracting, if a student is listening to music, are they able to listen 99
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to the teacher? If discipline is lacking, maybe students are not listening carefully enough
to take in what is being taught, Lockley (2011) found that many senior high school stu-
dents did indeed admit to this and even Rohlen writing in 1983 found students ignoring
the teacher to be quite common, especially in non-academic schools. This is a far larger
question than the remit of this paper, but as a factor contributing to the problem, it could
be a significant one.

One last point that was not allowed for in the questionnaire’s construction and admin-
istration is students’ possible unwillingness to look too clever in front of other students
in the first few weeks of lessons in a new educational institution. The transition between
educational institutions can be a traumatic time and in the making of new friends, many
students do not want to look too clever or say the wrong thing. It is possible that they know
far more than they are willing to show and this could account for the seeming wealth of
experience shown by the survey data and individual teachers believing the reality on the
ground is not what it seems on paper.

Conclusion

This research was carried out in a private foreign language university in the Kanto area,
and as such the results may not be generalizable for the whole population of university
freshman students in Japan. It should also be noted that reported rates of pre university
home computer usage among the participants in this research are 9.5% below the nation-
ally reported figure of 95.5% (MIC, 2009) for this age group.

No socio-economic data or information on which Information Studies course was fol-
lowed at senior high school (A, B or C) was collected. The literature suggested that that
the availability of personal funds has no bearing on mobile phone usage, but may have
slight influence on the availability and use of ICT among the age group surveyed. This data
should be collected in any future survey along with information about what course of study
participants followed in school. Further factors that could be looked at in more detail are
teacher training and ICT use across the curriculum rather than just in Information Studies
lessons. It is anticipated that further research encompassing these points will be carried
out in the 2012/13 academic year.

The implications of this paper are that although there is a seeming lack of ICT knowledge
and familiarity among Japanese university intakes, this does not necessarily reflect the
reality of the situation. All students should, and most have had, at least basic ICT lessons
in junior and senior high school. Virtually all have computers at home, though many may
have more experience of using mobile phones to access the internet. Teachers and learning
advisors should not shy away from using ICT in class or in self-access centres; they should
also not be overly concerned if students appear apprehensive and should not necessarily
take the lack of confidence at face value. Lack of confidence does not necessarily mean a
lack of knowledge.

For language universities especially, the suggestion that young Japanese females have
more vision of the use and application of ICT is useful as there are more female students
enrolled on language courses. This promises a smoother transition to using ICT in class
as, given the right support from teachers, students should able support each other and be
willing to work harder.

It is suggested that a short, standardised “refresher” or “Information Studies in English”

100 course could be enacted in the early period of the freshman year to bring all students up
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to a minimum standard and familiarize them with English lanquage software. Given their
prior experience, this would not need to include more that the very basics of how to start
up programs and a few simple applications. It would both make the planning of lessons
and advising sessions easier and also enable the students themselves to feel more confident,
thus speeding up the process of incorporating ICT effectively in lessons.

Universities want to give their students the best possible education, and consequently
spend large amount of money on technology of all sorts to help facilitate this. This survey
shows that teachers and learning advisors should not hesitate to use this technology in
lessons; rather they should embrace it and enable students to develop the skills that they
probably already possess, but perhaps just lack the confidence to utilise to the best of their
abilities.

Note

1. This paper uses the term “technology” throughout. Technology is defined by the Merriam
Webster dictionary as “the practical application of knowledge especially in a particular
area.” This is a wide ranging definition, and as such this paper restricts its meaning to
cover only technological tools which are encountered on a daily basis, potentially have
a wide ownership among the subjects of this research and possibly have some pedagogi-
cal function. Despite the collected data covering various “technology,” the paper’s main
focus is Information and Communications Technology (ICT). There should be no confu-
sion between the meanings of technology and ICT; where the word ICT is used it refers to
computers only and where the word technology is used it refers to all the technological
tools mentioned elsewhere in the paper.
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