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Abstract

Assessing learner readiness for online learning is the starting point for online course

Educational Research Center, Osaka design. This study thus aimed to evaluate Japanese learners’ perceived e-readiness
University, 1-32 Machikaneyama, for learning English online prior to designing and developing an online EGAP
Toyonaka, Osaka 560-0043, Japan (English for G | Acad icp ) t Osaka Uni itv. A le of 299
Full list of author information is nglish for General Academic Purposes) course at Osaka University. A sample o
available at the end of the article undergraduate Japanese students completed a translated and adapted version of the

Technology Survey developed by Winke and Goertler (CALICO Journal 25(3): 482-509,
2008). The questionnaire included items about respondents’” ownership of and access
to technology tools, their ability in performing user tasks from basic to advanced, their
personal educational use of Web 2.0 tools, and their willingness to take online English
courses. The informants were found to have personal ownership and/or adequate
access to technological devices and the Internet at home or at the university. While
their keyboarding skills have been reported as relatively low, the self-assessment
data indicates that the participants know about general Web 2.0 tools and utilize
them in daily life but not within educational settings. The students were also in
general unwilling to take online courses, either fully online or blended. This finding
further highlights the necessity of digital literacy training before implementing the
prospective online course with a focus on EGAP.

Keywords: e-readiness assessment, Online language learning, Online course design

Introduction

When one thinks of Japan today, technology quickly springs to mind alongside the
images of sushi, cherry blossoms, and kimonos. Japan is in fact a technology-driven
country that manufactures millions of high-tech gadgets; however, digital literacy levels
are comparatively low amongst its generation of digital natives, a term coined by
Prensky (2001). Anecdotal evidence suggests that while Japanese university students
are skillful at using smartphone applications such as LINE and are even occasionally
addicted to gaming, many are not avid technophiles when it comes to education.
Therefore, availability and accessibility of computer technology do not necessarily
guarantee its usability, and that is why technology has not yet been normalized, in
Bax’s (2011) terms, in Japanese educational settings. Against all odds, some strides
have been taken to incorporate technology into education at secondary and tertiary
levels especially through online education (MEXT 2011).
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Online education has been regarded as beneficial in that it supports learning by enhancing
students’ motivation, providing interactive digital environments, adding multimodality, fos-
tering communication and collaboration, increasing self-management and self-assessment,
encouraging out-of-class learning, and helping students develop 21* century skills to
become autonomous, capable, and participatory digizens (digital citizens) motivated for life-
long learning (Ng 2015). Furthermore, by exceeding the boundaries of time and location,
the Internet enables instructors and learners to communicate with one another both syn-
chronously and asynchronously, in pairs or groups anywhere anytime (Bates and Sangra
2011). By and large, online instruction can offer numerous advantages including flexibility,
accessibility, independency, interactivity, multimodality, cost-effectiveness, ubiquitous
learning, convenience, and learner-centeredness (Moore 2013).

Unlike other disciplines, language instruction in online environments has only recently
begun to establish its legitimacy and gain popularity in a variety of forms, namely Web-
facilitated, blended or hybrid as well as fully virtual or online courses (Blake 2011). The
aforementioned benefits of online learning can also be applied to learning English online,
where technology-enhanced language learning environments have facilitated interaction,
collaboration, and communication with a wider audience; provided comprehensible input;
developed cognitive abilities; offered task-based, problem-solving, and student-centered
activities; promoted learner autonomy; responded to student needs; enhanced cultural
insights and competencies; and supplied effective feedback regardless of delivery modes,
i.e., Web-enhanced, hybrid, blended, or online (Butler-Pascoe and Wiburg 2003).

In addition to the general advantages of online language learning, such as space
saving, lower costs, flexibility in time and location, standardization in educational pro-
grams, improvement of instruction through using the class time efficiently, providing
immediate feedback, and tracking students’ progress and evaluating their engagement
(Goertler et al. 2012), the online environment can particularly help Japanese learners
who feel anxious or shy by allowing them to personalize their learning in their own
way and at their own pace, which motivates researchers (e.g., Bracher 2013; McCarty
2007; Shudong et al. 2005) to design online courses in Japan.

As the major stakeholders in online language instruction, learners should be prepared
for success in CALL (Computer Assisted Language Learning) by having ready access to
hardware and software in addition to being technologically literate. By contrast, many
CALL practitioners fail to address learner e-readiness—the degree to which a learner is
ready for e-learning (Guglielmino and Guglielmino 2003)—as they hastily incorporate
technology into their courses (Burrows and Stepanczuk 2013). Consequently, little at-
tention has been paid to learner preparedness for online language learning despite the
fact that the literature is abundant with various survey instruments for assessing learner
readiness. Examples include Readiness for Education At a Distance Indicator (READI,
now known as Smarter Measure) mainly used by higher education institutions, or
researcher-designed learner readiness assessment tools such as Fageeh (2011), Hung
et al. (2010), Winke and Goertler (2008b), and Xiong et al. (2015). In online instruc-
tional design, it is therefore essential to be aware of students’ technological knowledge
with the aim of delivering content suitable to students’ ability levels and training them
in computer skills if necessary.

Although the course prerequisites are the mere criterion for students taking face-to-
face classes, students’ e-readiness is yet another issue to be assessed in online courses.
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To “set the stage”, online course designers and instructors thus need to evaluate students’
online needs and technical skills before starting the instruction (Aisami 2009, p. 1632). In
compliance with this requirement, the present study seeks to assess Japanese learners’
perceived e-readiness for learning English online as an initial step in designing and
developing a Web-based EGAP SPOC (English for General Academic Purposes Small
Private Online Course) at Osaka University.

Literature review

The growth of online language learning: the Japanese context

According to Hockly (2015), there are five main current delivery models for learning a
language online ranging from formal to informal approaches: (1) formal online language
courses; (2) virtual worlds; (3) LMOOCs (Language Massive Open Online Courses); (4)
online language learning communities; and (5) mobile apps for language learning. In the
following sections, each of the delivery modes will be explained and exemplified in the
context of Japan, in particular Osaka University where applicable.

Formal online language courses

Formal online language learning usually takes place at schools and universities in the
form of credit courses. At Osaka University, “Practical English e-learning” (52 J¢ 5l
e-learning) courses are an example of formal online language learning, where the
students study English online using a commercial package known as Linc English.
Some individual instructors at Osaka University also teach with EnglishCentral which
is an online English learning platform combining the Web’s authentic English videos

with a proprietary speech assessment technology (IntelliSpeech™).

Virtual worlds

Virtual worlds, such as Second Life, are online computer-simulated three-dimensional
environments where users can interact with one another via avatars for different pur-
poses like business, entertainment, education, or the combination of the two latter
ones known as edutainment. Meet-Me is a Japanese virtual world platform which
shares many similarities and characteristics with Second Life, and has potential lan-

guage learning opportunities.

LMOOCs

Language MOOCs (LMOOC:s) are currently in an early stage of development com-
pared to MOOCs from other disciplines. Nevertheless, edX, Coursera, and other
well-known platforms are currently witnessing a growing rise in the number of
LMOOC:s offered by various universities worldwide, which the authors refer to as
LMOOC boom. In 2013, the Japan Open Online Education Promotion Council, also
known as JMOOC, was established with the aim of promoting open education (Aoki
2015). JMOOC hosts its courses on three official platforms, namely Gacco, Open
Learning Japan, and OUJ] MOOC. The language MOOCs so far include “TOEIC® 7
2 b 600 RM”, a four-week TOEIC® preparation course, as well as “Nihongo
Starter”, a Japanese course for beginners. OsakaUx has not yet offered any
LMOOC s, but a business Japanese MOOC is under preparation.
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Online language learning communities

Online language learning communities (OLLCs), such as Busuu, Babbel, italki, and
Mpyngle, have become incredibly popular with the phenomenal rise of Web 2.0 and the
boom of social networking sites (SNSs). In the Japanese context, Mixi and LINE as the
most popular social networking sites have been used to create classroom-based online
language learning communities for Japanese learners (e.g., Blyth 2015; McCarty 2009).

Mobile apps for language learning

The ubiquitous availability of mobile devices in recent years, such as smartphones and
tablets, has promoted the rapid development of mobile apps for language learning. In
Japan, about 95.6% of the population have mobile phones (Ministry of Internal Affairs
and Communications 2012), including nearly all young university-aged people. The
popularity of mobile devices has thus shaped m-learning research in the Japanese
setting (for example, the pioneering research of Thornton and Houser 2002, 2003,
2005) and app development for Japanese learners of English (for instance, a series of
apps developed by James Rogers, a Japan-based researcher: 5% %€ % 5% 1E [English Pro-
nunciation for Japanese Learners], Common English Mistakes of Japanese Learners,
English Idioms for Japanese Learners, etc.).

Learner readiness for online language learning

Warner et al. (1998) have defined learner readiness for online learning as a measure of
students’ inclination toward online delivery modes versus face-to-face instruction, their
competence and tendency to utilize electronic communication, and their ability to
undertake autonomous learning; hence, assessing learner e-readiness is highly essential
prior to launching an online course. Learner e-readiness has been investigated generally
in studies like Smith (2005), Watkins et al. (2004), Palmer and Holt (2009), Hung et al.
(2010), Xiong et al. (2015) or across specific disciplines such as nursing (Chong et al.
2011), mathematics (Chiou et al. 2010), and engineering (Akaslan and Law 2011).

Despite recommendations by CALL experts and online language course designers
(e.g., Hubbard 2013; Hubbard and Bradin Siskin 2004; Kassen and Lavine 2007; Levy
2006), only a few studies in the realm of language education (Barrette 2001; Burrows
and Stepanczuk 2013; Fageeh 2011; Murray and Blyth 2011; and a series of studies by
Winke, Goertler, and their colleagues, Goertler 2009; Goertler, Bollen, and Gaff 2012;
Winke and Goertler 2008b; Winke et al. 2010), have addressed learner readiness for on-
line language learning before its actual implementation. According to the results of
these studies, learner readiness for online language learning is connected with a set of
factors which can be broken down into two general categories: demographic variables
which incorporate gender, age, grade, nationality, field of study, and technological
accessibility/ownership versus non-demographic variables which encompass learner
autonomy, motivation, learning style, attitude toward e-learning, language self-efficacy,
technological acumen, and online communication skills. Table 1 displays a summary of
the studies investigating the factors estimating learner readiness for online language
education.

As Hubbard (2013) remarks, the literature on readiness for digital language learning
clearly highlights the need for learner training aimed at preparing all students to make
effective use of technology-enhanced language learning tasks and activities. He also em-
phasizes that learner readiness does not only involve technical expertise but also the
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Table 1 Studies on e-learning readiness for online language learning
Variable(s)

Computer literacy

Author(s)/year
Barrette (2001)

Methodology Results

Three sources of data
collection: (1) pre-training in the beginning
questionnaire on computer Significant
literacy, (2) records of students’ improvement

use of computers for language in computer skills
learning, and (3) end of through training
semester questionnaire by the end of the
on compulter literacy. semester

Basic computer skills

Researcher-made
questionnaire estimating

Winke and Goertler (2008b) Ownership and
accessibility of

High command of
computer literacy in

Goertler (2009)

Winke et al. (2010)

Fageeh (2011)

Murray and Blyth (2011)

Goertler et al. (2012)

technology tools, student readiness for general
level of ability hybrid language Inadequate access
to perform education to or lack of

computer-based
tasks, personal

and academic/professional

use of multimedia
tools, and interest
in hybrid language
instruction

Variables assessed in
Winke and Goertler's
(2008b) study

Variables assessed

in Winke and Goertler's
(2008b) study plus
commonly taught
versus less commonly
taught languages and
Roman alphabet
versus non-Roman
alphabet variables

Level of study,
computer proficiency,
learner control,
motivation for
learning, and

online communication
self-efficacy

Computer and Internet
literacy/access, software

use, skills, and knowledge

Variables assessed in
Winke and Goertler's
(2008b) study

Winke and Goertler's
(2008b) questionnaire

Winke and Goertler's
(2008a, 2008b)
questionnaire

Survey and in-depth
interviews examining
students’ readiness for
and attitude toward
e-learning

Adapted from Son et al. (2011)

Winke and Goertler's
(2008b) questionnaire

competence in
using CALL tools
Need for student
training

High-level computer
access and decent
yet not advanced
enough computer
literacy

Negative perception
of hybrid foreign
language instruction
Need for better
access and more
training

Tech-savvy

learners in need

of CALL-specific tools
Lower levels of
computer literacy
and interest in hybrid
language learning
among the learners
of less commonly
taught languages
with non-Roman
alphabets

Necessity of learner
training

Students' being
ready to accept
and use technology

High access to
computers
Low level of
computer and
Internet literacy

Inclination toward
hybrid language
education due to
the flexibility in time
and place
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Table 1 Studies on e-learning readiness for online language learning (Continued)

Burrows and Stepanczuk Gender, student level, age, Researcher-made High levels of

(2013) nationality, field of questionnaire measuring computer
study, learner learner readiness self-efficacy for
autonomy, computer for online language online language
self-efficacy, attitude learning learning

toward online learning,
motivation, and
English language
self-efficacy

ability to understand pedagogical principles and to adapt strategies necessary to successful
online language learning.

The findings of studies on language learner e-readiness are of a context-bound
nature, highly contingent upon factors such as technological infrastructure of an
institution, demographic features of learners (e.g., nationality), and their attitude
toward e-learning. To the best of the researchers’ knowledge, there has been no study
conducted at Osaka University to evaluate the readiness of students for learning English on-
line. This study is thus an attempt to address the research gap by assessing the e-readiness
of Japanese undergraduate students at Osaka University prior to designing an EGAP online

course.

Methodology

Case study: Osaka University

All first- and second-year undergraduate students at Osaka University are required
to take English courses as part of their liberal arts education. A typical English class
consists of 40 to 55 students (with the majority being Japanese), held once a week
for 90 min over a semester of 15 weeks. The instructors are free to select their
materials and methods (Hino and Oda 2015). There are also several CALL class-
rooms, established in 2000 and afterwards, which are equipped with PCs connected
to the Internet and other devices such as headsets and printers (Koguchi 2003).
Osaka University has been utilizing the commercial LMS Blackboard, also known as
CLE (Collaboration and Learning Environment), since 2005 (Takemura 2012).

The practice of CALL is not new to Osaka University. For instance, Takefuta (2015b)
has developed a software program called Listen to Me!, containing a collection of
digital listening materials aimed at improving the academic listening skills of Japanese
learners. Another example is Practical English e-learning, which is a blended English
course targeting second-year undergraduate students. The students enrolled in this
course mainly use online materials for self-study and meet face to face for a minimum
of five required sessions throughout a semester to take achievement tests. Moreover,
webOCM (a second LMS for self-study) provides a multimedia dictionary tool capable of
translating words on browsers or PDF files with a double-click. This system supports
translation from English, German, French, Korean, and Chinese to Japanese (Cybermedia
Center 2013).

Despite using technology in face-to-face or blended courses, online English education
for general academic purposes is not practiced to its full potential at Osaka University.
A number of online ESP courses have been offered, such as “English for Science”
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(Takefuta 2015a), “ESP Course for Biotechnology Conversation” (Nishikawa et al.
2006), “English for Engineering” (Fuyjita et al. 2009), and “Academic English Communi-
cation Skills” for graduate students of science (Noguchi 2003), yet none of them have
focused on EGAP. In summary, most of the efforts at incorporating digital materials or
online language teaching at Osaka University are instructor-led and are not a long-
term sustainable solution, in Ward’s (2015) view, to prepare students for study abroad
programs or nurture career-ready graduates.

Participants

A total number of 299 Japanese students at Osaka University participated in this
study. The participants were all undergraduate students (60.2% freshmen, 33.1%
sophomores, 3.7% juniors, and 3% seniors) majoring in humanities (47.8%) and
science and engineering (52.2%). One-hundred fifty-six (52.2%) of them were males,
142 (47.5%) females, and one person identified themselves as other gender (0.3%),
with a mean age of 19 (ranging from 18 to 24). English was the primary major of 2%
and the minor of only 0.7% of the participants. The rest were taking English courses
as a required or elective subject or for other unspecified reasons. In response to
why they were studying English, 65.6% marked themselves as being interested in the
English language and culture, followed by future employment (41.5%) and commu-
nication with native speakers (48.5%) as alternative reasons. Table 2 summarizes the
participants’ demographic information.

Table 2 Participants’ demographic profile

Demographic Variables Number Percent
Gender Male 156 52.2%
Female 142 47.5%
Other 1 0.3%
Grade Freshman 180 60.2%
Sophomore 99 33.1%
Junior 1 3.7%
Senior 9 3%
Field of Study Humanities 143 47.8%
Science & Engineering 156 52.2%
English Background® Primary major 6 2%
Minor 2 0.7%
Required for major 276 92.3%
Elective subject 30 10%
Other 49 16.4%
Reasons for Studying English? Interested in English and culture/travel 196 65.6%
Future job marketing/future employment 124 41.5%
To be a teacher of English 9 3%
To communicate with native speakers 145 48.5%
My family/relatives speak English 2 0.7%
Foreign language requirement 44 14.7%

“The participants were free to choose more than one answer
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Survey instrument

An adapted version of the Technology Survey, developed by Winke and Goertler (CAL-
ICO Journal 25(3): 482-509, 2008b), was used to collect data from undergraduate
Japanese students at Osaka University. The questionnaire was translated into Japanese
and content-validated by the researchers (see Additional file 1) to remove the language
barrier for the participants. Translating a seminal questionnaire into Japanese can also
make a unique contribution to English language teaching research in Japan.

The questionnaire items asked about respondents’ ownership of and access to tech-
nology tools (such as PCs, laptops, printers, and webcams), their ability in performing
user tasks from basic to advanced (e.g., copying and pasting texts and editing videos),
their personal and educational use of Web 2.0 tools (for instance, blogs, wikis, podcasts,
and social networking websites), and their willingness to take online English courses.

Some modifications were made to adapt the questionnaire to fit the institutional con-
text as well as the research aims, and to add items on the ownership of more recent
technological devices. Smartphone, tablet, and CLE are a few examples.

Data analysis

The collected data were analyzed using SPSS version 22.0 to produce descriptive
statistics and frequency distributions. Microsoft Excel 2013 was also utilized to
generate charts.

Results

Ownership of and accessibility to technology tools

Initially, a number of technology tools (PC desktop computer, PC laptop, Mac desktop
computer, Mac laptop, computer speakers, headphones, microphone, printer, webcam,
digital camera, and video camera) were listed to examine the participants’ ownership of
and/or accessibility to those tools alongside their Internet access which are essential to
the successful completion of an online course (displayed in Fig. 1). Among the
highlighted findings are the students’ limited access to Mac desktop computers (18%)
and Mac laptops (19%), and convenient access to other types of PC laptops (92%) and
smartphones (93%). Nearly all the participants (94%) also reported easy access to the
Internet.
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Fig. 1 Ownership of and access to technology tools




Mehran et al. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education (2017) 14:8 Page 9 of 17

Computer use

The majority of the participants reported their computer use to be less than two hours
per day. Further details are shown in the following pie chart (Fig. 2). Sixty-three percent
of the respondents often used on-campus labs for computer use; however, they rarely
used the labs for printing.

Level of ability to perform computer-based tasks

Of the total sample, slightly less than half of the participants (47%) rated themselves
as having poor English typing skills. The participants marked their level of ability to
perform a set of computer-based tasks by responding to 25 items which have been
grouped into six categories illustrated in Fig. 3.

Keyboarding and formatting documents

Over half of the participants reported themselves as capable of formatting documents
such as cutting, copying, and pasting (83.3%), adjusting font size and color (76.6%),
inserting pictures (68.6%), and creating tables (53.5%). However, the students indicated
that they could not easily insert audio and video files in their documents (33.4%) or
type non-English characters (19.4%).

Internet know-how

Most of the students believed that they could navigate the Internet (93%), save and
download files online (82.9%), and also post messages on social networks and online
bulletin boards (73.2%). The respondents rated themselves as low in developing and
maintaining websites (12.7%) and in downloading and unzipping ZIP files (39.4%).

Playing audio/video

As the participants reported, they could effortlessly play audio files from the Web and
from their computers (80.9%) and play a video on a website, on their computers, or
stored on DVDs (86.3%).

Emailing

The participants found themselves more comfortable with sending (84.7%) and
forwarding (74.9%) emails and sending and opening attachments (83%) than having
access to emails from computers other than their own (63.5%) and creating new
email accounts (69.9%).

= 0 to 2 hours
= 2 to 4 hours
= 4 to 6 hours

More than 6 hours

Fig. 2 Computer use per day
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Keyboarding and formatting documents Internet know-how
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Fig. 3 Ability in performing computer-based tasks

Working with CD/DVD

The responses indicated that 62.2% of the students could install a program directly
from a CD/DVD, 44.5% of them could copy files to or from CD/DVD, 45.5% were able
to store a track as MP3, and only 36.8% could create an audio CD “easily” or “with little
difficulty”.

Editing audio/video

The participants did not feel confident in making sound recordings and audio editing
(21.1%), working with camcorders (25.4%), and editing videos (18.7%). The numbers
within parentheses show the percentage of the students who could carry out the audio/
video editing tasks either “easily” or “with little difficulty”.

Familiarity with and use of multimedia tools

The last section of the questionnaire asked the participants to rate their extent of familiarity
with and use of a number of multimedia tools on a five-level scale: (1) do not know; (2) use
in personal life; (3) use in non-language classes; (4) use in language class; and (5) useful for
language learning.

The word clouds in Fig. 4 demonstrate the degree to which the respondents were
familiar with multimedia tools and whether they used them in daily life, non-
language and language classes. A number of the participants were not acquainted
with several tools and platforms such as Second Life (72%), podcasts/videocasts
(49%), discussion boards (49%), video chat (46%), blogs (35%), iPads (40%), and
iPods (35%). Emails (74%), websites (71%), SMS (58%), and SNSs (67%) were among
the tools frequently used by the students in their daily lives. According to the
students’ self-report, CLE and course websites were often utilized in both non-
language and language classes. Online exercises and quizzes as well as CDs/DVDs
were also favored in language classes. In general, multimedia tools were used less
than one hour per week as reported by 54.5% of the students, and were more often
used in daily life rather than in educational contexts.

With regard to the usefulness of the multimedia tools in language learning, online
exercises and quizzes, CDs/DVDs, and websites received the highest rank.
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Interest in online language learning

On the one hand, 36.8% of the students were willing, 36.1% were uncertain, and 26.1%
were reluctant to take a purely online English course. On the other hand, 32.4% of
them expressed their desire to take a blended English course, 34.4% were doubtful, and
32.1% were unwilling. Overall, the participants were hesitant to take either a fully
online or blended course of English.

Discussion

Digital possession, access, and use in high-tech Japan

The current study investigated the digital possession, access, and use of technology
tools by Japanese learners of English. In spite of the unpopularity of Mac devices
among the students, the majority of them either own or have easy access to PC desk-
tops, smartphones, and also the Internet. This finding comes as no surprise given that
Japan is a high-resource context. Nevertheless, the computer use is limited to two
hours per day probably due to excessive use of smartphones in Japan. Furthermore, the
students reported that they rarely used computer labs for printing as the labs at Osaka
University are not always equipped with printers.

Similar to the results of Winke and Goertler (2008a, b), Goertler (2009), and Goertler
et al. (2012), the students’ ownership of and access to devices specific to CALL (e.g.,
headphones, webcams, microphones, and speakers) were limited. However, this does
not pose any problems for online language learning and teaching, since smartphones
and laptops are equipped with advanced features such as audio/video recording. More-
over, Osaka University provides necessary hardware and software support for online
education at CALL classrooms, computer labs, and learning commons on campus. As
emphasized by Winke and Goertler (2008b), the students should be aware of the avail-
ability of these facilities which is addressed by holding orientation sessions known as
“PC Guidance” at Osaka University.



Mehran et al. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education (2017) 14:8 Page 12 of 17

Contrary to what one might expect, the participants’ computer use was restricted to
less than two hours a day. This can be accounted for by reference to the prevalent use
of handheld devices to access the Internet. Therefore, there is a possibility that the
students would tend to use smartphones for daily life activities and entertainment more
often than computers, thus the limited hours of computer use.

Digital literacy and competence

The participants were in general found to be able to perform basic computer-based
tasks (e.g., keyboarding and formatting documents, surfing the Internet, playing audio/
video files), yet unable to do more advanced tasks (e.g., creating multimedia documents
using word processing software and recording and editing audio/video files, which was
far from expected).

The participants also believed their English typing skills to be poor. Typing in English,
though simple at first glance, is a challenging task for Japanese learners as observed by
McDonald and Foss (2007, 2009), Kobayashi and Little (2011), and Gondree (2013). This
inability could be attributed to the different Japanese input methods as well as the exces-
sive use of virtual keyboards on mobile devices. Consequently, despite being familiar with
the layout of QWERTY keyboards, Japanese university students find it difficult to type in
English. This could also be in view of the fact that many Japanese university students do
not use word processing software as found by Murray and Blyth (2011).

With regard to familiarity with and use of multimedia tools, the students were in
general acquainted with a number of tools and tasks used in daily life such as social
networking systems, sending and receiving emails, and navigating websites. None-
theless, not all of them were familiar with Second Life, podcasts/videocasts, and sur-
prisingly iPads and iPods. These findings are in accord with previous studies (e.g.,
Goertler 2009; Goertler et al. 2012; Winke and Goertler 2008b) indicating that the
participants are avid users of ICT for personal but not for educational purposes.

According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD
2015), computer access and use are comparatively low in Japanese schools which could
explain the discrepancy between the students’ expected and observed levels of ICT pro-
ficiency. In line with this observation, the participants of the current study were also
found to be mostly unaware of the usefulness of CALL tools in English language educa-
tion. In fact, the availability of technology in high-resource contexts does not guarantee
its effective use as highlighted by Egbert and Yang (2004) and Warschauer (2002, 2011).

Willingness to experience online learning

The participants’ responses in this study were characterized by a general lack of interest
in taking fully online or blended courses of English. Winke and Goertler (2008b)
accounted for the “fear” of online language learning as a form of apprehension toward
the dynamics of online socialization. They also made reference to student preferences
and learning styles as two other causes of lack of interest in hybrid/online courses.
Goertler (2009) also found her participants to be opposing online language learning on
the grounds that they had low access to tech tools, were not confident of their com-
puter skills, had little if any CALL experience, and favored face-to-face instruction over
learning from a computer. Following that, Goertler et al. (2012) also indicated students’
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preference for instructor presence as the major factor behind dismissing hybrid lan-
guage education as being inferior to the face-to-face mode of teaching. Similarly, Winke
et al. (2010) faced the challenge of student unwillingness to adopt hybrid language
learning. As all four studies have argued, learner training is of crucial importance in
dispelling the myths surrounding hybrid language instruction. Training students to
accomplish advanced CALL tasks can help promote a positive attitude toward online
language learning and thus lead to improved learning outcomes (Hubbard 2005). In
addition, maintaining a positive attitude could enable learners to confront the chal-
lenges of e-learning and could raise their awareness of the benefits of CALL (Lockley
and Promnitz-Hayashi 2012).

Are Japanese digital natives ready for learning english online?

Based on the results of this study, the answer to this question is clearly “no”. Goertler
(2009) explains that one cannot assume that a digital native is necessarily ready to learn
in an online environment. Digital natives may be capable of utilizing ICT in everyday
life, but those skills are not always transferable to pedagogical environments (Ushida
2005). As a result, it is prudent to avoid interpreting the term digital native too broadly
as covering the entire population of university-age learners (Gobel and Kano 2014;
MacLean and Elwood 2009). A similar observation has been made by Bennett et al.
(2008) and Bennett and Maton (2010) who reported a general unwillingness among
their digital natives to make use of technology for educational purposes. By and large,
Japanese keitai (##;7fi: mobile phone) natives also tend to use their phones for gaming,
entertainment, and personal communication far more than for educational activities
(Lockley and Promnitz-Hayashi 2012), which could be a contributing factor to the rela-
tively low self-ratings on items asking the participants about their ability to make ef-

fective use of technology for CALL tasks.

Conclusion

Overall, the results of this study indicate that students have personal ownership and
sufficient access to digital devices as well as the Internet either at home or on campus.
Despite having low keyboarding skills in English, they also have a fair command of
knowledge and practice of general Web 2.0 tools for daily life, but not for educational
purposes. The majority of the students are also reluctant to take online courses which
makes CALL-focused digital literacy training an essential element in implementing the
prospective EGAP online course. A handful of studies have also demonstrated that
specific training on CALL tools and applications is a prerequisite prior to performing
online tasks, and ongoing technical support is a necessity as well (e.g., Barrette 2001;
Kabata et al. 2005; Romeo and Hubbard 2011).

The current study has implications for designing and implementing the prospective
EGAP online course. First, with regard to student preference for smartphones, the
course content should be made available on both desktop computers and mobile
devices (Blackboard Mobile Learn™ application in the case of Osaka University). Fur-
thermore, edutainment and gamification should be the integral components of the
course due to their motivating nature for Japanese learners. It is worth noting that the
same questionnaire with minor modifications will be administered to the students who
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will be enrolled in the future SPOC with the aim of measuring their level of e-
readiness. Considering Japanese learners’ difficulties with comprehending English as
evidenced in the authors’ language needs analysis at Osaka University submitted for
publication, some L1 translations will be provided in the orientation sessions and on-
line tutorials of the future course, since “comprehension is the main goal, rather than
language learning or practice” in effective CALL learner training (Hubbard 2004, p. 57).

Since a self-assessment questionnaire has been used in this study, the responses are
likely to be culturally biased under the influence of self-effacement and low self-
confidence (Iwamoto 2007). Another limitation of this study is the sample size which
makes the findings less generalizable to the overall population of Japanese university
students.

To the best of the researchers’ knowledge, no earlier survey has been conducted at
Osaka University to investigate the readiness of Japanese students for online language
education. Future replication studies could thus examine the impact of gender, field of
study, age, and socio-economic status on learner e-readiness with a larger sample size
as additional factors influencing learners’ interest in hybrid language education. Poten-
tial research questions are as follows: Do males and females differ in their computer
access and literacy levels? Are there any differences between students majoring in
humanities versus science and engineering with reference to their e-readiness? Does
the number of years spent at the university make any difference in student e-readiness
levels? Does the socio-economic status of the students make any difference in their
willingness to take online/blended courses?

Additional file
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