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Abstract

Amidst a rapid global proliferation of digital social media, Japanese youth have
been adopting, adapting, and developing a diversity of multilingual computer
mediated communication (CMC) practices on a variety of digital platforms.
Previous research has pointed to commonalities in these practices with the
practices of youth in other locales, but also to unique localized ways that

Japanese youth communicate across digital media.

This quasi-ethnographic case study was designed to explore English language
learners’ multilingual CMC practices and perceptions from within a medium-
sized private regional university in central Japan, and to point to pedagogical
affordances that might lead to the development of symbolic competence. The
project operates within a social constructivist paradigm and employs a
theoretical approach largely consistent with cultural-historical activity theory
(CHAT), but also drawing upon other theoretical traditions. Data were collected
using narrative frames and field notes gathered during long-term participant

observation that constituted insider research at the research site.

The rationale for this study comes from the researcher’s interest in exploring
ways that new technological affordances can best be used to enhance
educational outcomes in a Japanese higher education context. Beyond the
design affordances and constraints of various CMC technologies, myriad local

factors and cultural assumptions were seen to contribute to the ‘cultures of use’
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that inform students’ multilingual and multimodal interactions through various

media.

This research revealed that students rapidly develop new multilingual CMC
practices through their interactions with their peers after entering university and
returning from study abroad. A significant lack of broader media literacy,
however, was seen to impede the development of symbolic competence.
Pedagogical recommendations are offered to overcome this and other barriers

to the development of symbolic competence.
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On Transliteration

In cases in this thesis where Japanese script is used to introduce words and
concepts likely unfamiliar to English readers, these words are rendered in
English transliteration according to the modified Hepburn system. These
transliterations are always italicized. When first introduced, the transliterations
are followed by the corresponding Japanese script in parentheses as they
would naturally appear in Japanese discourse using either Kanji (Japan’s
adopted logographic Chinese characters), Hiragana (a standard phonetic
script), or Katakana (a second Japanese phonetic script). Though all terms are
explained in the body of this text when they are first introduced, they are also

listed in Appendix Twelve for quick reference.
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Chapter One: Introduction and Background

This thesis investigates university students’ multilingual computer-mediated
communication (CMC) practices and perceptions of these practices amidst the
ongoing integration of internet and communication technologies (ICT) into
Japanese foreign language education at the tertiary level. The project is
designed as quasi-ethnographic insider research—a single-site higher
education case study researched from within the faculty of foreign studies at a
medium-sized private regional university in central Japan. “Insider research”
refers to the idea of “doing research at the institution where one is employed or
studying” (Trowler, 2011, Chapter 1, Section 1, para. 1), and the term “quasi-
ethnographic” is used as a broad descriptor for the types of qualitative methods
that the study uses: long-term participant-observation, the collection of
extensive researcher field notes, and the use of narrative frames to uncover the

emic perspectives of students at the university where research was conducted.

Research Problem and Purpose

As a response to globalization, Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science, and Technology (MEXT) has been promoting the integration of ICT
into primary, secondary, and tertiary English education (MEXT, 2014b). As
media consumers and producers, young people in Japan have themselves
been simultaneously adopting and adapting ICT for their own communication

and learning needs (see, e.g. Ito & Okabe, 2005; Takahashi, 2011), and CMC

15



practices have been rapidly evolving alongside advances in available hardware

and software interfaces.

In the landscape of contemporary higher education, ICT and globalization have
led to a hybridization of tacit knowledge and a destabilization and fragmentation
of societal discourses. This is particularly true in a foreign language learning
environment that exists within an open, internet-connected society, such as that
of Japan. Despite government policies and corresponding curricular initiatives
amidst popular media discussions about the efficacy of ICT in education,
however, few studies exist that look at the multilingual CMC practices of young

people in Japanese higher education settings.

The purpose of this thesis is thus to generate knowledge about how local
practice and technological affordances shape learning outcomes related to the
development of symbolic competence in a Japanese higher education foreign
language learning context. Specifically, from a sociocultural perspective
grounded in a neo-Vygotskian paradigm of cultural-historical activity theory
(CHAT), | explore CMC practices and student perceptions of these practices in

order to assess the development of learners’ symbolic competence.

Research Questions

This inquiry is organized by an investigation of the following four questions:
1. What types of computer-mediated communication CMC practices do

students at the research site engage in, and how do these connect

16



to culturally and historically-rooted societal discourses and
practices?

2. How do students at the research site perceive their native and
foreign language CMC practices?

3. To what extent can students’ multilingual CMC practices be seen to
contribute to the formation of symbolic competence?

4. Given student CMC practices and perceptions, to what extent are
pedagogical practices and affordances at the research site utilized
to enhance students’ critical engagement with foreign texts and

interlocutors via CMC?

The first question this thesis will explore is descriptive. It asks what type of
digital literacy practices students and teachers engage in. Ontologically, my
thesis research proceeds in accordance with Kress and Selander's (2012) view
that "the social is prior to the technological," and so the first question | explore
looks at the social and academic arrangements and practices that informants

report about their use of ICT (p.266).

The terms “discourses” and “practices,” which are used in research question
one, point to two overlapping research traditions in the social sciences that |
discuss in much greater detail in Chapter Three. In that chapter | explore the
complexity of each term in the context of respective bodies of literature. For the
time being, however, working definitions for each are necessary in order to

clarify what is meant in this research question. “Discourses,” for the purpose of
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this thesis, can be understood as the stream of cultural resources that create
shared understanding among language users in a given locale. In my usage,
the term refers to the currents of meaning that flow through a given society or

speech community.

“Practices”—which | will show in Chapter Three to have a close relationship with
many conceptions of discourses—refer to repeated “sayings and doings” by
individuals and groups (Schatzki, 1996). They are recognizable, repeated
actions that constitute the creation of meaning among individuals and groups in

a given locale.

Using narrative inquiry methods and participant observation, | explore how
students describe their multilingual practices using digital tools. This first
question seeks to define the range of practices and discourses that students
engage with on a regular basis, but also to see these in the historical
perspective of literacy practices which are some of the oldest in the world. In
Chapter Two, | explore Japanese literacy traditions in great depth, and also
situate these within the relatively new tradition of Japanese higher education,
within which | have a liminal position, and thus perhaps a valuable perspective

for interpreting the practices | observe.

My second research question focuses on how students perceive the various
foreign language media they engage with in their academic and personal lives.

The global trend of increasing use of and access to ICT in higher education,

18



and the accompanying discourse of its efficacy, is now a prominent feature of
contemporary Japanese universities. Aoki (2010), however, argues, that
despite so-called "disruptive" technologies, in Japan, culturally-rooted teacher-
centered pedagogies have been slow to change (p. 858). Further, Clegg, et al.
(2003) note that "If we are to understand the impact of technologies on
pedagogy we need to take account of [these] local conditions and the range of
possible responses to particular pressures, rather than rely on over-
deterministic accounts of global tendencies" (p.40). As a basis for
understanding the cultural integration of ICT in the specific context under
consideration, this question looks at students' perceptions of their digital literacy
practices in both academic and social contexts (and situations where these lines

are blurred).

The project's third question is analytical. | ask to what extent digital literacy
practices can be seen to contribute to the formation of symbolic competence.
"Symbolic competence" is a concept advanced by Kramsch (2006, 2008) that
supersedes her earlier (1993) notion of "third place" to encapsulate a more
nuanced view of intercultural learning in the global era that includes "the
production of complexity, the tolerance of ambiguity, and an appreciation of
form as meaning" (2006, p. 251). As | explain in more detail in Chapter Three,
and Chapter Seven, | equate symbolic competence with cross-cultural media
literacy practices. Specifically, in relation to Kramsch’s concept of symbolic
competence, | ask my data: do respondents articulate a sense that their foreign

and native language digital media practices are complexly interwoven with their
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identities within communities of practice? Do respondents demonstrate a sense
of agency towards either dealing with foreign language ambiguity or accepting
its intractability? Do respondents recognize opportunities and limitations in the
various forms of digital communication and learning that bring them into

dialogue with foreign and familiar "others" via language.

Finally, based upon the data collected and theoretical explorations, the fourth
question this thesis examines relates to the types of pedagogical affordances
that may enhance learners’ critical engagement with foreign texts and
interlocutors via CMC. Foreign interlocuters are people of differing cultural
backgrounds who correspond with learners through digital media and in face-
to-face contexts. The definition of “text” that | use, following Kress and Selander
(2012), is that of "any semiotic entity which has a sense of (social)
completeness" (p.266). In this sense, question four is also asking about the
letters, characters, images, sounds, videos and any other discrete units of
communication that are produced by foreign interlocuters (known or unknown)
and encountered by learners at the research site. The definition also points to
the importance situating the interpretation of texts within a social context. Such
a definition acknowledges the fundamental connectivity between reading as
meaning-making and language itself. It is a more expansive understanding of
what is being read, similar to Friere & Macedo’s (1987) notion about the
connection between “reading the word and reading the world” (p.35). In the
Japanese institutional setting in which this study is set, both the words and the

worlds being "read" are foreign rather than familiar, but the new social practices
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in which these texts are mediated using ICT tools represent localized practices

and perceptions that relate to global technological discourses.

The term “critical engagement” is used here to signal pedagogically structured
interactions with such texts. | use this term in the broad sense offered in Dockter
(2010) as “a stance that combines critical distance with immersion and

emotional investment” (p.418).

This final question about pedagogical practices and affordances for critical
engagement is answered interpretively and reflexively: | analyze narrative data
from the research site as evidence from a specific Japanese higher education
social context, and | interpret this in light of my own field notes and critical
incident reports. | also draw upon studies that look at practices in similar and
different contexts to explore local discourses and (cultural) practices

surrounding CMC and digital literacy in Japanese higher education.

Research Paradigm and Approach

This project is realized within a social constructivist paradigm that is constituted
by a relativist ontology. Guba and Lincoln (1994) explain the reality portrayed
by constructivism as follows:
Realities are apprehended in the form of multiple, intangible mental
constructions, socially and experientially based, local and specific in

nature (although elements are often shared among many individuals
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and even across cultures), and dependent for their form and content on

the individual persons or groups holding the constructions. (p.110-111)

My project thus seeks to understand the emic perspective of insiders at the
research site. In order to gain access to the multiple perspectives of these
participants, | employ a practice-based “toolkit approach” (Nicolini, 2012, p.
214) that draws heavily upon concepts from cultural historical activity theory
(CHAT) which | discuss further below. It is important to note, however, that
though CHAT is integral to my thesis, it does not constitute a sole guiding
theoretical tradition for all aspects of my methods, data collection, and analysis.
As | will discuss further in Chapter Three, these areas are also significantly
informed by the broader landscape of contemporary practice theory, the New
Literacy Studies (NLS) tradition, sociological studies of Japan (Japan Studies),
and media studies. My most significant departure from CHAT is my use of the
concept of “practice” instead of “activity” as a primary unit of analysis. Practice,
which | defined above as ‘recognizable, repeated actions that constitute the
creation of meaning among individuals and groups in a given locale’, is used
because it is able to bridge an understanding of what students repeatedly do in

their CMC with insight into teaching and learning practices at the research site.

Still, as | explain below, the overall theoretical orientation of CHAT and several
key concepts from the tradition inform much of this thesis. CHAT is a research
tradition that stems from key conceptual foundations of Activity Theory as first

developed by Lev Vygotsky in the 1920's. Research in this tradition recognizes
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the primacy of complex systems of culturally and historically situated human
activity in educational development. Neither individual nor group action is alone
considered sufficient for a thorough accounting of the processes of educational
development, and thus research in this tradition explores the contextual
dynamics of both intra-mental and inter-mental processes (Wertsch, 1991, p.

26).

Activity theory was further advanced by Alexander Luria and Alexei Leont'ev,
two of Vygotsky's disciples, before being re-theorized in its third-generation
form now known as CHAT by Cole (1995, 2005) and others. According to Roth
& Lee (2007), CHAT:
. . . theorizes persons continually shaping and being shaped by their
social contexts that immediately problematize knowledge as something
discrete or acquired by individuals. In fact, CHAT explicitly incorporates
the mediation of activities by society, which means that it can be used to
link concerns normally independently examined by sociologists of
education and (social) psychologists. (p. 189)
In an even more concise distillation of CHAT's core principles, Cole (2005)
identifies three core ‘"interlocking assumptions" associated with the
contemporary research tradition: 1) the centrality of mediation, 2) genetic

(historical) analysis, and 3) grounding in culturally organized activity (p.2).

My research approach generally works within these three core assumptions,

allowing for what Wertsch (1991) also refers to as an inter-disciplinary "toolkit"
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for exploring relationships between contextual continuities and student

identities-in-transformation.

In analyzing the data | collected at the research site, instead of using analytical
models from second or third generation activity theory, | draw upon sociological
concepts associated with Japan studies, and media literacy concepts in the
tradition of Marshall McLuhan (1962, 1964). | chose these analytic tools in lieu
of theoretical resources related to CHAT because | wish to frame contemporary
CMC practice within the context of the long, distinctively Japanese cultural and

literacy traditions that | explore in Chapter Two.

Conceptual clarity: ICT vs. CMC

Here, it should also be noted that the aforementioned ontology informs my use
of two concepts throughout this thesis. The concept of Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) is used throughout to signal a broad range of
digital communication tools and platforms. “ICT” (the English letters) was found
to be the most efficient way to point to a transcultural concept that the Japanese
students who participated in my study could easily recognize. The concept was
thus used as an entry-point for learning more about students’ computer
mediated communication (CMC). In contrast to ICT, “CMC” points to a more
academic term that most students are unaware of. It is a key term in this thesis
that is normally paired with the concept of “practice” which | further clarify within
the body of this work. What is important here is that my use of the term “CMC”

is meant to emphasize communication practice that is mediated by computer
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devices, whereas ICT emphasizes the (computer) devices themselves and the

technology around those devices.

Research Design

This single-site quasi-ethnographic case study is designed as an exploration of
CMC practice and affordances for developing symbolic competence at the
research site. As insider research, the study used three main data sources:
unstructured field notes, structured reflexive critical incident reports, and
narrative frames completed by 20 student participants in the study. The
research design and methodology used for this project is explored in significant

depth in Chapter Four of this thesis.

Researcher Background and Training

This project’s relativist ontology demands reflexivity in order to function with
robustness. Consistent with this project’'s social constructivist/interpretivist
paradigm is the belief that perspectives and practices of individuals are
informed, formed, and supported by the social, cultural, institutional, and
historical contexts within which they exist. As Volpe and Bloomberg (2012)
explain, “Constructivist researchers recognize and acknowledge that their own
background shapes their interpretation, and they thus ‘position’ themselves in
the research to acknowledge that their own cultural, social, and historical

experiences” (p. 29).
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It is significant to this project that my background as a researcher is eclectic.
My Bachelor of Arts (B.A.) degree was from a small liberal arts college in the
American Midwest. The degree was in History & Ancient Studies, and | also
completed a concentration certificate in Asian Studies as part of my
undergraduate career. As an undergraduate, | studied Russian language (which
I had begun in high school) and also studied Latin in connection with my interest
in History and Ancient Studies. | took part in a six-month term in Asia during my
junior year that was a formative experience. It was led by two professors of
Asian Studies, and included field-based coursework in Indonesia, British-
controlled Hong Kong, mainland China, and finally Thailand for three and a half
months. In this final phase, | received intensive language training in the Thai

language.

This “term in Asia” had previously included Japan, but the year | attended the
program Japan was eliminated as a site for field study because of the high cost
of living that had resulted from the country’s bubble economy. However,
because one of the program’s professors was a specialist in Japan Studies,
readings and lectures about Japan were included in the course of study. This
piqued a long-standing interest | had in Japan, and planted seeds for deeper

inquiry.

Ten years after my undergraduate career, | enrolled in an M.A. program in Asian
Studies at University of Hawaii, Manoa. There, | focused on both Southeast

Asia Studies and Japan Studies, and also further developed oral fluency and
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literacy in Thai and Japanese language. In addition to campus-based language
classes, | was able to undertake short-term grant-funded intensive language
study in Japan over the course of two summers. | began to develop advanced
Japanese literacy, and fluency in spoken Japanese. | also conducted

preliminary field work for a research project on war memory.

After completing my M.A. in Asian Studies, | was awarded a research grant to
continue my research independently, and | moved to Japan to complete field
work. At this time, | also returned to my career as an English teacher, and, when
the research grant period ended, | enrolled in an M.A. program at Teachers
College Columbia University, which at the time had a campus in Tokyo. There,
| developed a strong foundation in Applied Linguistics and foreign language
pedagogy. My M.A. thesis was an extensive literature review related to foreign
language identity and language learning communities of practice (subsequently

published as Hourdequin, 2012).

It was after completing this work on communities of practice that | grew
interested in the increasingly prominent digital communication practices of
students at the university where | was employed. This thesis is an exploration
of these practices and perceptions about these practices in one Japanese

higher education context.

Core Assumptions
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Just as an academic researcher in this tradition would likely internalize certain
perceptions and practices inherent to Asia, | have internalized several key
perceptions and practices inherent to the Western tradition within which | have
been trained. In Chapter Four, as | describe the research design and
methodology of this thesis, | explore my positionality as an insider researcher
in greater depth, but here, in order to focus the reader’s attention on this thesis’
ideological orientation | discuss three core assumptions that underpin my
inquiry. The three assumptions most relevant to the questions asked by my
thesis, and the subsequent analysis relate to 1) the purposes of higher
education, 2) the meaning of foreign language learning, and 3) the role of
technology in education. Here | briefly discuss the positions | hold as a
researcher vis-a-vis these three areas.

The purpose of higher education

As | will further elaborate on in Chapter Two, the modern higher education
system in Japan initially served as a vehicle for the creation of a cadre of elite
bureaucrats and other federal officials. Many of Japan’s national universities
still serve this function, but overall, higher education in Japan has followed the
global trend of “massification” whereby a proliferation of institutions has made
access to four-year tertiary education available to steadily widening swaths of
society. My own experience through various levels of American higher
education included an undergraduate (bachelor’s) degree from a small liberal
arts institution in the American Midwest, and this experience informs my view
of the purpose of an undergraduate education in Japan. The college | attended

had a religious affiliation and incorporated Christian (Lutheran) values into its
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mission and curriculum, but not in a zealous or heavy-handed manner. As a
student raised in a progressive New England community, | nevertheless felt at
home. The values embedded in the curriculum of study meshed well with the
classical ideals espoused by proponents of liberal arts education: the idea of
creating knowledgeable and ethical citizens through a broad array of courses
culminating in more focused study in a chosen “major” that needed to be
declared in the second year. Across the curriculum, along with a focus on the
acquisition of knowledge, there was an emphasis on helping students develop
critical thinking and literacy skills, empathy, and moral reasoning. The core idea
of developing critical literacy skills within the context of a classical liberal arts
education is one that informs my view towards the purpose of university
education for students at the research site. In theory, this matches with the
(private) institution’s stated mission, which | explore in depth in Chapter Two.
The meaning and purpose of foreign language literacy

My views on the meaning and purpose of foreign language learning are shaped
by my experience as an undergraduate and my experience learning and
teaching languages in subsequent years. | think of language learning less in
terms of its practical benefits for employment and career, and more in terms of
its potential to allow for personal growth, perspective taking, and flexibility of
mind in the individual vis-a-vis increasingly diverse and globalizing societies.
While | recognize that national language policy, economic, political, and other
factors have a significant effect on what foreign languages are offered to and
studied by students, | nevertheless view language learning as a deeply personal

and somatic process involving what Kramsch (2011) calls the “embodied self.”
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In the process of acquiring a foreign language, the learner’s subjective self is
necessarily shaped by the language learned, and that learner’s desire for the
development of a new self—or exploration of new aspects of the self— is often

as important as his or her practical “motivation” to learn the language.

In the past several decades, language education in schools and language use
in Japanese society have undergone significant change due to advances in
digital media technology. An assumption related to this technological reality that
informs my thesis is the belief that in order to become fully literate contemporary
English language users, students of English as a foreign language need to
develop competencies that go beyond language. As Kramsch (2006), explains:
It is no longer appropriate to give students a tourist-like competence to
exchange information with native speakers of national languages within
well-defined national cultures. They need a much more sophisticated
competence in the manipulation of symbolic systems. Hence the
renewed attention to discourse in a range of modalities (spoken, written
visual, electronic), the focus on semiotic choices, and the ability to
interpret meanings from discourse features. (p. 251)
Along with the personal growth that can come with the development of new
facets of one’s identity through foreign language learning, it is the development
of this “more sophisticated competence” that Kramsch (2006) alludes to which
| see as one of the most important purposes of language learning in the 21st

century (p. 251).
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The role of technology in language education

As stated above, ontologically, my thesis proceeds in accordance with Kress
and Selander's (2012) view that "the social is prior to the technological," but
also with the view that sociolinguistic practices are always mediated in a variety
of ways (p. 266). This is consistent with what Barton and Potts (2011) term a
“language-as-social practice approach” that “emphasizes how practices around
texts and textual production are always for a purpose, and this emphasis
provides a thread linking people’s earlier practices with digitally mediated ones”
(p- 816). Along with a focus on existing practices, my view also emphasizes the
socio-material affordances of educational contexts because these help
determine access to language, and thus the kinds of participatory practices that

lead to language acquisition.

Rationale & Significance

The rationale for this study comes from an interest in exploring ways that new
technological affordances can best be used to enhance educational outcomes
in a Japanese higher education context. Beyond the design affordances and
constraints of various CMC technologies, myriad factors and cultural
assumptions lead to the construction of societal and institutional ‘cultures of use’
that inform students’ interactions with each other, with their instructors, and with
foreign “others” through various media (Thorne, 2003). This study seeks to
explore some of these factors and cultural assumptions in one local institutional
context, making a significant contribution to knowledge about CMC practices in
intercultural contexts. Also, by demonstrating a way that narrative methods can

be used to uncover technological practices and perceptions, my study makes a
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methodological contribution to research that explores CMC practice in higher

education.

Organization of this Thesis

This thesis is organized in a traditional manner: following this introductory
chapter, Chapter Two provides cultural, historical, and institutional
contextualization for my study. | will show how formalized contemporary
Japanese higher education is a relatively young tradition based upon Western
models imported to Japan during the Meiji Period (1868 - 1912), but also
adapted within long Asian traditions of education embedded within societal
structures and social hierarchies. Chapter Three situates the study within a
body of academic literature, exploring key concepts and empirical studies that
inform this thesis. Chapter Four provides an in-depth explanation of my
methodological approach and research design, and here | also explore my
“positionality” within the research context and examine how this positionality
influenced decisions | made related to research design. In Chapter Five, using
photographs, scanned documents, and verbatim quotes from researcher field
notes, | outline the data that forms the basis for the study’s findings. Chapter
Six presents a synthesis of the study’s main findings based on my thesis’ four
main research questions. Chapter Seven provides interpretive analysis of my
study’s main findings with reference to the literature presented in Chapter Three,
and in light of concepts from parallel fields of study. Finally, Chapter Eight offers

conclusions and pedagogical implications that can be drawn from my research.

32



Chapter Two: The Research Site in its Cultural-

Historical Context

This chapter explores the cultural and historical context within which this
research project is set. It starts very broadly with a look at how geography and
politics have influenced Japan’s linguistic and cultural development. Next, |
discuss the Japanese language’s spoken and written forms, and offer a brief
historical overview of print literacy and formal education in Japan. | then
proceed to a consideration of the development of tertiary foreign language
education in modern times. Finally, | situate the study within the institutional
context of the one particular Japanese university setting where data was

collected for this thesis.

Though the focus of this thesis is foreign language (English) CMC practice at a
Japanese higher education (HE) institution amidst our contemporary digital age,
| start this contextualization chapter with a focus on the historical effects of
geopolitics on Japanese literacy and literacy education in the pre-modern and
then modern era for two reasons. First, for the concept of foreign language
literacy to have validity and meaning, it needs to be set against the local literacy
practices that have developed over time in the native language in the country
where this study is located. That is, if what Irvine et al. (2000) call “regimes of
language,” or language ideologies determine how the foreign is defined against

the familiar, then it is important to observe how changes in local literacy
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practices over time have come to create present-day discourses. As Irvine et al.
(2000) note:
The significance of linguistic differentiation is embedded in the politics of
a region and its observers. Just as having an army presupposes some
outside force, some real or putative opposition to be faced, so does
identifying a language presuppose a boundary or opposition to other
languages with which it contrasts in some larger sociolinguistic field. (p.

35)

Historically, Japan's liminal geopolitical position—separated from Asia but also
a part of it—has meant that identifying linguistic, cultural, and political
boundaries has always been relevant to governing and aristocratic elites
(Rubinger, 2007, p.10). A brief overview of the historical development of the
various literacy practices of these elites, followed by the gradual spread of
similar practices to ever larger cross-sections of society provides necessary
context for understanding foreign language literacy practice in contemporary

higher education generally, and at the research site specifically.

The second reason that this historical overview is necessary is that although
Japan’s technologically advanced society may represent a pinnacle of post-
modernity in the Western imagination, the linguistic and cultural remnants of its
recent history of seclusion and relative isolation cannot be underestimated. The
education system that Japan began to develop at the start of the Meiji Era

(1868) was conceived of and implemented as a direct response to Western
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powers. That is, the development of a “modern” education system can be seen
as both an exemplar of modernity as defined by the West, and also a response
to it. As a white paper entitled Japan's Modern Education System from Japan’s
Ministry of Education, Science, Sports and Technology (MEXT, n.d.) explains:
When we search for the origins of Japan's modern national education,
the influence of Western education is most obvious. The speed with
which the influence of Western thought penetrated into this country after
the opening of the port cities and the rise of the new Civilization and
Enlightenment (Bunmeikaika) sentiment in the early Meiji era was
remarkable. Thus, it seemed to many that modern education developed
solely as a result of Western influence and completely independent of

traditional Japanese educational ideals.

Yet on closer examination, we can recognize that the content of Japan's
modern education was not one and the same with that of the West. The
long historical process through the Edo (or Tokugawa) period generated
a distinctively Japanese style of life and thought, which was destined to
have a profound influence on the development of modern educational
institutions. (Education at the End of the Shogunate, last accessed 5 May

2015)

Foreign language and media literacy practices have always played a role in
Japan’s response to and engagement with the West. As | will discuss below,

first and foremost was the need to read, understand, and translate Western
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texts, which however voluminous, were manageable by a cadre of highly
educated elites. Today, however, the internet has come to enable a constant,
borderless flow of multimedia foreign texts accessible by anyone with a
computer. Some countries in the region seek to control this flow by way of state
censorship, but Japan’s deep economic and political ties to the West make this
option untenable. Instead, new literacy practices are called for, and the
Japanese higher education system—no longer the province of elites—is one

place where these practices are set to take form.

Cultural-Historical Context

Geography

The narrow chain of islands that constitutes present-day Japan form a crescent-
like arch at the edge of Asia. All four of the largest islands have long, rugged
coastlines facing the open Pacific Ocean to the east, and the western coasts of
three of these large islands face the massive Sea of Japan, which forms a
natural barrier with the rest of Asia. This barrier has meant that while Japan has
always received transmissions of language and culture from the Asian continent,
it has also been able to maintain the relative isolation necessary to shape

linguistic and cultural artifacts in its own unique ways (Mizumura, 2015, p. 117).

Throughout its history, Japan’s geographic features have also combined with
its seafaring and military prowess to allow it to mitigate the intrusion of linguistic
and cultural influence from non-Asian nations. This was achieved, even amidst

the seventeenth century Dutch Golden Age, with containment of the world’s top
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naval and trading power to the port island of Dejima in Nagasaki, while a “locked
country” (sakoku, #1[E]) policy created relative isolation from other Western
influences for more than two hundred years. Since 1868, when the West’s
“‘gunboat diplomacy” brought this period to an end, Japan’s creation of a
modernizing education system has opened the country’s linguistic and cultural
heritage to a period of reckoning with the Western influences that it so

effectively isolated itself from during sakoku.

The foreign and domestic policy reversals that took place at the start of the Meiji
period had broad-ranging consequences for all sectors of Japanese society and
laid the foundations for Japan’s “modern” system of higher education. This
foundation, and the demographic, political, and economic factors that led to the
current state of tertiary foreign language education will be discussed in the
second part of this chapter. However, given that these conditions are
themselves informed by the unique history of language and literacy in Japan, |
will first offer an overview of the development of spoken and written language
in the Japanese archipelago, and the network of educational institutions that
grew to support the creation of a national language.

Spoken Japanese

The origins of spoken Japanese dialects are still debated by linguists, but recent
phylogenetic research bolsters the case for classification within a Japonic
language family, signifying a group of languages that settlers brought from
continental Asia and/or nearby Pacific islands around 2400 years ago (Lee &

Hasegawa, 2011, p. 5). This theory supports the view that Japanese dialects
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began to prevail with the arrival of agriculture in the archipelago during the Yoyoi
period (300 B.C. - 300 A.D.), rather than evolving primarily from the languages

of the hunter-gatherers of the Jomon period (14,500 B.C. - 300 B.C).

Linguists identify four main dialects used throughout Japan today: Eastern,
Western, Northern, and Ryukyuan, with the Eastern dialect spoken in Tokyo
being the standard-bearer for popular media and academic discourse. Just as
Japanese dialects have developed as a result of geographic isolation, the
standard Japanese language taught in schools and spread socially and through
media can be said to reflect Japan’s history of relative political isolation, and
also the hierarchical class strata of the pre-modern era. This language features
a large repertoire of polite forms that allow speakers to embellish their words
and sentences with respectful and humble prefixes and suffixes that designate

the interlocutors’ relationships to each other.

In this manner, the Japanese language can also be seen to reflect and enforce
popular moral and aesthetic values and considerations about social interaction
that make the language and culture what it is, and that are inevitably lost in
translation and even in interpretation. Though inadequate, Richard Howard’s
1982 translation of French semiologist Roland Barthes’ meditation on spoken
Japanese points to some important qualities of spoken Japanese discourse:
... inJapanese, the proliferation of functional suffixes and the complexity
of enclitics suppose that the subject advances into utterance through

certain precautions, repetitions, delays, and instances whose final
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volume (we can no longer speak of a simple line of words) turns the
subject, precisely, into a great envelope of speech, and not that dense
kernel which is supposed to direct our sentences from outside and above,
so that what seems to us an excess of subjectivity (Japanese, it is said
articulates impression, not affidavits) is much more a way of diluting, or
hemorrhaging the subject in a fragmented, particle language diffracted

to emptiness. (Barthes, 1982, p. 7)

The most common interpretation of the value that such spoken discourse is said

to inscribe to Japanese culture is that of “harmony” or “wa” (¥11). Western tropes

about Japanese wa are too common to enumerate and can often succumb to
orientalism (Said, 1978, 1985). Also, Nihonjinron' (H A& \Gf) literature has
been shown to repurpose the “Western gaze” for a variety of uses (see, e.g.
Sugimoto, 1999, Befu, 2001). This literature—which | discuss further in Chapter
Three—has been criticized for enabling essentialist and nationalistic tendencies.
Nevertheless, concepts such as wa and others from the Japanese language
can offer a useful way to compare Japanese discursive practices to those of
English and other languages. This type of comparison is essential for deeper,
cross-cultural understanding of foreign language digital literacy practices in
Japanese higher education. Gee (2012) for example, has focused on the “orality”

of internet texts, but such an understanding is of course premised on a certain

conception of spoken discourse in Western cultural-historical contexts.

1 Literally, “Japanese people theory,” but often translated as “theories of
Japanese uniqueness.”
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Japanese writing and literacy
Social practice involving the use of text as a communication tool has a very long
historical tradition in Japan, but this tradition is deeply connected to issues of

class, gender, politics, and available technologies.

Japan’s nationally standardized contemporary written language is realized
through combinations of Chinese ideographs (kanji, {#7-) and two derivative
phonetic scripts, hiragana (O57372) and katakana (71 % 71)) . There was
no indigenous writing system in the Japanese archipelago when, in the fourth
century, logographic Chinese script first began to be adopted to phonetically
represent the sounds of spoken Japanese (Hadamitzky and Spahn, 1997, p.16).
The literacy practices of translation and lingua-cultural localization that began
at this early date foreshadowed a long and complex interplay between literacy

and identity.

During the fifth and sixth centuries as the process of textual appropriation and
adaptation continued, reading and writing practices were initially only taught to
boys and men within Japan’s civil aristocracy and Buddhist clergy (Rubinger,
2007, p. 9). Text thus served the growth of Buddhist and Confucian social
ideologies while also allowing for regionally centralized political administration

by educated elites.

The process of writing complicated kanji whereby each character represents

just one syllable was (and is), however, cumbersome and slow. Developing the
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ability to write these characters is a necessarily social process that requires
thousands of hours of guided practice. But texts written only with kanji could not
account for Japanese grammatical phonemes and other indigenous language
not represented by Chinese ideographs. Over time, as ties to China weakened,
writers of Chinese texts therefore began to interweave markings derived from
the known (local) readings of certain Chinese characters, which constituted the

development of indigenous phonetic syllabaries (Mizumura, 2015, p. 107).

Chinese script alone still worked fine for the domains of religious study and
bureaucratic governance, but for literary endeavors a softer, less angular script
was derived from a variation of a kanji cursive style. By the Heian period (794 -
1185), a fully functional moraic (syllabic) cursive script had been developed,
and was being used by literate court ladies to produce what is still considered
some of the world’s most exquisite literature (Rubinger, 2007, p. 10). Because
it was initially used only by women (who would not have been versed in the use
of kanji), the script was dubbed onna-de (%), meaning, literally “ladies-hand”
(Hadamitzky & Spahn, p.16.). This is the precursor to modern-day hiragana, a
moraic syllabary that is used in combination with kanji in Japanese prose and
alone in certain poetic forms. A more angular set of markings for the same
limited set of Japanese phonemes was fully developed a short-time later, and
this script is what became modern-day katakana, a parallel moraic syllabary—

this one used to designate foreign loan-words.
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While literacy practices in Japan initially centered around the religious
endeavors of Buddhist clergy and the aesthetic pursuits of aristocrats, reading
and writing Chinese ideographs and Japanese scripts gradually came to serve
broader functions, and ever-wider sections of the population. Literacy and
numeracy practices allowed farmers and village leaders to develop more
complex and efficient agricultural and trade systems, more administrative
sophistication, and some degree of autonomy (Rubinger, 2007, p. 11). At this
time, Buddhist temples began to play an educational role in the spread of
literacy that reached beyond their religious functions. Rubinger (2007),
summarizing a view popular with Japanese historians, writes that “these village
temples, beyond representing sacred space and functioning as places of
worship, celebrations, and ceremonial convocations, became educational
institutions as well—they were vital links between the lettered culture of the

capital and the unlettered wilderness of the hinterland” (p.11).

Further details of the development of popular literacy in the pre-modern period
are not necessary background for this thesis, but sufficed to say that by the
beginning of the Meiji period (1868) when new centralized systems for formal
education began to take form, literacy already played a role in the lives of people
from each of Japan’s five classes: merchants, artisans, farmers, samurai, and
landed aristocrats (Rubinger, 2007, p. 163). Except in the case of aristocratic
women, literacy education practices within pre-modern Japan’s feudal class

structure were only accessible to men. However, it is still notable that such
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literacy practices nevertheless developed across class structures among such
a broad cross-section of society.

Technology

One important factor in the spread of popular literacy in pre-modern Japan was
technology. Benedict Anderson (1991, 2004) and others (e.g. McLuhan, 1964)
in Western historiography and media studies have argued that movable type,
and “print capitalism” had a very important role in shaping the organization of
modern societies in the era of the nation-state. Specifically, Anderson (1991,
2004) argues that in Europe the printing press’s ability to mass produce
vernacular language played a crucial role in the development of the ‘imagined
communities’ necessary for the formation modern nations. In Japan, however,
surviving wood blocks from as early as the seventh century indicate that the
spread of print literacy was not limited by technology (Jansen, 164). Smith
(1997), for example, points out that because wood block printing had been used
effectively in Japan for so long, “movable type offered no radical technological
advantage over blocks” (p. 334). Instead, widespread popular literacy
supported by Japan’s long-standing print-making visual traditions can be seen
as perhaps laying the groundwork for national consciousness even before the
era of the nation-state began.

Modernization

Modern political histories of Japan usually begin with the arrival of U.S. Admiral
Matthew Perry’s black ship, and the demand that the country open itself to trade
with the West. This event, which occurred in 1853 and again in 1854 signals

the end of Japan’s period of self-imposed semi-isolation from the Western world
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that began more than two hundred years earlier in 1635 with the issuance of
Tokogawa leyasu’s sakoku decree. It has been noted that Japan was not
actually “locked” during sakoku (see, e.g. Arano, 1994, 2013). Trade with the
West took place through Dutch and other intermediaries during the period.
Even so, it was not until the late 19t century when trade with Western countries

so regular and free that large scale societal changes began to take place.

As Japan again began to trade with the West, it recognized a need to modernize
all sectors of society—especially its education sector—if it were to escape
colonization and maintain economic autonomy and political sovereignty. The
turn to new forms of literacy and literacy education was thus imperative for
survival and driven by the changing course of history outside of Japan and the
threat of colonization and domination by more technologically advanced

imperial powers.

According to Mizumura (2015), this point in history was also when Japan
imported the “ideology of national language,” through the development of a new
“narrative of national literary history” (p. 111). Mizumura (2015) also notes that
it was not until 1868 that an official document was issued using something akin
to contemporary Japanese scripts (a mix of kanji, hiragana, and katakana).
Previously, all official documents and even translations of books from foreign
languages, had been issued in Chinese —marking Japan’s tacit recognition of
the superiority of Chinese cultural forms, and its place as a (peripheral) part of

the Sinosphere (p.111).
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Japanese universities

According to Rubinger (2007), Japan’s first “university” (Daigakuryo) was
established in the seventh century, and was designed to “educate the sons of
local officials” (p. 9). As in China, the curriculum was centered around The
Analects and the Book of Filial Piety (Rubinger, 2007, p. 9). Reading and writing
were thus for many centuries the province of elites and artisans, but the
cultivation of print literacy among large sectors of the population began in the
early years of the Edo Period (1603 - 1868) when temple schools called
terakoya (<7 - /2), and other educational institutions began to flourish (Jansen,

2002, p. 190).

As the Meiji era began in 1868, formal education played an important role in
ending the country’s long-standing isolation from the international community.
Japan adopted widespread modernization and standardizations of its
educational institutions, initially heavily based upon American and European
models. Schools came to serve a centralizing government increasingly
concerned with international affairs, avoiding colonization, and standing on
equal footing with Western powers (McVeigh, 2002, p. 46). Schools thus served
the purpose of cultivating a loyal citizenry of a modern nation-state in ways that

had been absent in the past.

In 1877, The University of Tokyo was established as the first of five imperial
universities placed throughout the nation-state to cultivate educated

government diplomats, bureaucrats, and officials familiar with the ways of the
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“modern” West. Ota (1994) notes that the language of instruction at these elite
universities was often English or other foreign languages. Foreign professors at
University of Tokyo in 1877 accounted for as much as 75% of the faculty, and
as Ota (1994) explains, “it was the rule rather than an exception that Japanese
professors lectured in English” (p.202). In describing the situation of foreign
languages in Japanese higher education during the early Meiji Era, a MEXT
white paper explains that:
The sine qua non for those students who wished to avail themselves of
higher specialized education in the early Meiji era was a knowledge of
foreign languages. Up till the time of the proclamation of the Education
System Order practically every course offered in the Southern and Eastern
Colleges was based on English, French or German texts. English was
especially important. (MEXT, 2014a, “Higher Education in the Early Meiji
Era)
Before long, however, there was a backlash against the consequences of such
intense internationalization of higher education curricula, and concern among
educated elites that Japanese students were losing grasp of their native
language and culture, and more importantly the sense of national identity that
needed to be constructed at this time. Ota (1994) cites an 1877 memo to the
Ministry of Education from a dean at The University of Tokyo which stated
“Those who boast themselves to be graduates of the University of Japan may
be proficient only in English and incompetent in Japanese” (p.202). The
sentiment took hold, and by 1883, Japanese became the official language of

instruction at The University of Tokyo (Nagatomo, 2012, p. 12).
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Though the development of ‘world-class’ universities was interrupted by the
Asia-Pacific War (WWII), the discourse of higher education as a vehicle for
international competitiveness has continued to today. However, as | shall show
below, Japan’s higher education sector has grown from its origins as an elite
national academy to a broad array of institutions that now usher more than fifty

percent of the population into society.

Contemporary Japanese Higher Education

The research for this thesis took place within the Faculty of Foreign Studies at
a private, four-year higher education institution in central Japan. To understand
the nature of this institutional setting, it is necessary to understand the broader

landscape of contemporary higher education in Japan.

There are three main types of four-year universities in Japan: national, public,
and private. National universities are the most selective, cheapest to attend in
terms of tuition, and also the most prestigious. These universities developed
from the Imperial University system that was established during the Meiji Era

(as described above).

National universities now exist in all 47 of Japan’s prefectures alongside
prefectural and private universities, which generally command less prestige.
Prefectural and municipal universities are grouped together as “public”

universities by MEXT. The remaining universities, which form the vast majority
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of the higher education sector in Japan are categorized as “private.” Private
universities in Japan are those higher education institutions which MEXT

recognizes for their unique educational missions.

Academic years in Japanese higher education follow the Japanese fiscal year
which begins on April 18t and ends on the final day of March the following
calendar year. Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT) conducts an annual survey known in English as the
“School Basic Survey” (“FAZ A A, gakko kihon chosa ). The most recent of
these surveys is not yet available in English, but the Japanese version was
published in December of 2018, and offers statistics that are current as of the
2018 academic year (MEXT, 2018). The table below summarizes the division

among the three aforementioned types of four-year universities in Japan:

National Public Private TOTAL
Four-year

86 (11%) 93 (12%) 603 (77%) 782
universities

608,969 155,520 2,144 670 2,909,159
Students

(21%) (5.2%) (73.8%)

Table 2.1. University types and student populations in Japan according to the 2018
School Basic Survey (MEXT, 2018)

In historical context, the university and student numbers listed above can be
seen as the result of broader economic and demographic trends in the post-war
period that have had a very strong impact on Japan’s higher education sector.

Japan’s so-called “baby boom” generation refers to the demographic cohort
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born at the end of World War I, who came of age in the 1960’s. Just over fifty
years ago, in 1966, the 18-year-old bracket population reached a peak of 2.49
million. Of this cohort, 1.58 million (63%) graduated from high school, and
approximately 300,000 of these 18-year old high school graduates (about 19%)
entered four-year universities in the same year (MEXT, 2014a, p. 4). Over the
last half century though, Japan’s population has begun a steep demographic
decline, with a falling birth rate leading to a hallowing out of the younger
generation. In 2010, the number of 18-year-olds in Japan (1.21 million) was less
than half of what it was in 1966. At the same time, the percentage of 18-year-
olds graduating from high school had risen to 88%, and the portion of those
students who advanced to university reached 53.5%, well more than double the

advancement rate fifty years ago (MEXT, 2014a, p. 5).

These changing demographic and societal trends, along with the Japanese
post-war “economic miracle” which reached its pinnacle in the 1980’s, have had
wide-reaching impact on the higher education sector in Japan. The sector has
rapidly expanded to serve a broader range of students in the past several
decades. Despite the halving of the 18-year-old population over the past fifty
years, the steadily increasing university advancement rate has led to greater
demand for higher education and thus an increase in capacity amidst tighter
competition for students. In addition to the creation of many new two and four-
year colleges, Japan’s economic success has allowed and required the creation

of a diverse market of other post-secondary educational and pre-professional
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training schools as well, and it is with these institutions that some lower level

universities essentially compete for students.

The Host Institution for this Study

The private, non-elite university where this study took place is situated in the
type of environment described above: a national and prefectural university both
have campuses within the same city which attract top students from the area,
as measured by their scores on the National Center Test, and the universities’
own admission tests. There are also campuses of several other private
universities in the area, which constitute the university’s main competitors for

incoming students.

As explained above, private universities constitute 77% of the higher education
sector in Japan. They are recognized by MEXT on the basis of their value in
providing “unique education and research activities” based upon the “spiritual
legacy” of their foundations (MEXT, 2014a, p. 6). As such these institutions
receive a variety of benefits from the government in the form of monetary
subsidies, preferential tax treatment, loans, and managerial support. The
present institution, like many such universities in Japan, is part of a large school
corporation that provides educational services at every level, with a total of 19
separate facilities that include two nursery schools, two kindergartens, one
elementary school, one middle school, two high schools, a vocational school
and associated rehabilitation hospital, and four university campuses with

undergraduate and graduate school faculties.
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The educational corporation within which this institution exists was founded in
1946, immediately after The Second World War, as a women’s secondary
school. The institution’s “spiritual legacy” (&t D ¥5f#, kengaku no seishin) is
tied to the founder’s post-war vision for an educational facility that would serve
“‘Jdapan’s re-emergence from the chaos of the post-war period, and
transformation into a peace-loving nation™ (kengaku no seishin, n.d.). In the
post-war era, the educational corporation expanded rapidly and prolifically,

adding new schools and campuses every few years.

The university campus where this study is set existed as an independent
university within the school corporation until 2013, when upon gaining
permission from MEXT, it was consolidated with the other three universities in
the group to form one large, multi-campus university. The university is divided
by disciplinary faculty, which are subdivided into departments. This research
project was conducted within the university’s department of British and
American Studies, which sits within the Faculty of Foreign Studies, and is
housed on the largest central campus along with two other faculties (Education,
and Art & Design). The Faculty of Foreign Studies was founded in 1984 as the
university’s second Faculty to be developed for a new four-year university built

near the corporation’s two-year college that had been established 18 years prior.

2 Author’s translation.
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The student population at the university as a whole, and at this campus
specifically, is drawn from the surrounding community in the prefecture where
the university is situated. Approximately 90% of students live at home with their
parents for the duration of their four-years at the university, commuting to the

university five days a week.

Many of Japan’s universities are clustered in and around its major metropolitan
areas (particularly Tokyo and Kansai), and in addition to serving their local
urban populations, these universities serve as magnets for students from
throughout the country. The research site, however, is what is referred to as a
regional university (chihé no daigaku, #1757 D7), In contrast to their urban
counterparts, so-called ‘regional universities’ provide alternatives educational
opportunities for local students who wish to live at home while completing an
undergraduate degree program. In recent years, despite the pressure on local
universities due to Japan’s declining population of high-school graduates, the
host university has thrived, with the department of British and American Studies
exceeding application recruitment and admissions targets most years. Data
was unavailable for an in-depth investigation of the reasons for this, but many
speculate that it is because of economic factors that make attending a local
private university while living at home less expensive than attending a university
in another locale.

The campus and built environment

Before describing the built environment of the campus where this study was set,

it should be noted that in the year that this thesis was completed, the university
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moved two of the three faculties that existed on the campus that constituted the
research site (including the one that housed the department of British and
American Studies) to a new campus that it built nearby —approximately two
kilometers away. All data for this thesis, however, was collected before the
move (and before the move was announced), and it is thus the socio-material
affordances and constraints of the “old” campus that can be seen to have
significantly shaped student life and CMC practice. In this section, | thus focus
only on the built environment at the campus where data was collected. In order
to point to some ways that new learning spaces and common pool resources at
the new campus might be explored, however, in Chapter Eight | include some
comparison between the two campuses, and observations that point to learning
affordances that are manifest in the design of the new campus’ built

environment.

The campus where this study was set exists within a residential neighborhood
approximately seven kilometers from the city center, and 2.5 kilometers from
the main train line which serves as the region’s primary public transportation
artery. Students thus commuted to the campus by train, bus, motorbike, bicycle,
and on foot. In many cases students used a variety of these modes of
transportation to reach the campus, where they usually stayed during the

daytime until their classes and/or club activities finished.

The built environment of the university campus consists of three main

connected buildings on a three-hectare (7.4 acre) campus. The central campus
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building is a 10-story tower which contained classrooms and offices on each
floor. In addition to the main academic buildings, the campus has an outdoor
sports ground and accompanying club houses, car parking for faculty, and

bicycle and motorbike parking for students and faculty.

As the campus library was small and designated for silent individual study, two
small, multipurpose student lounge areas (see figure 2.2 and 2.3), a large
cafeteria, and the university’s Foreign Language Study Support Center (FLSSC,
Figures 2.5 and 2.6, below) constituted the main gathering spots for students in
the department when they were not in class. There are also very small lounge
areas on most floors of the academic buildings with vending machines and

bench seating (figure 2.3).

lﬂimﬁ

Figure 2.2. One of two multipurpose lounge areas at the campus where research was
set. This space, located in front of a small convenience store, was frequently noisy,
and crowded with students eating meals or snacks. February, 14, 2018. Photograph
by the author.
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Figure 2.3. A second multipurpose lounge at the research site where students
gathered to eat, study, and socialize. Photograph courtesy of the university
admissions office (undated, 2013). Used with permission.

Figure 2.4. A small gathering space on the third floor of the main academic building.
February, 14t 2018. Photograph by the author.
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A free wi-fi network accessible throughout the campus allowed students to use
their smartphones (and occasionally laptops or other devices) for CMC without
incurring additional charges from their cell-phone carriers. The wi-fi network
was password protected by a single, openly-shared password, and the network
did not require students to register or log on when using it. This allowed for free
wi-fi access with minimal security amidst relative anonymity. However, just as
the spaces on campus quickly became noisy and crowded at lunchtime and
between class periods, at such times the open wi-fi network was frequently
congested and either very slow or impossible to access.

The Foreign Language Study Support Center

As | will discuss further in Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight, individual faculties
at the university have attempted to provide various types of study spaces for
their students, but have often struggled to maintain control over these resources.
In the department from which student data was collected, the primary example
of this type of space is the university’s Foreign Language Study Support Center
(FLSSC, Figures 2.5 and 2.6), which—despite its mission to serve the entire
university—was predominantly occupied and used by students from the
Department of British and American Studies. The most common practice in the
FLSSC, which was supported by staff and teaching assistances was English
extensive reading—a practice whereby language learners read graded readers
at or only slightly below their reading level to gradually improve their language

comprehension. The practice is based, theoretically, upon Krashen’s (1977,
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1989) input hypotheses which place a high value on comprehensible language

input in the process of language acquisition.

Whereas many other universities in Japan have promoted the practice of
extensive reading in curricular and co-curricular initiatives using digital tools
such as Moodle Reader (see, e.g. Robb and Kano, 2013 ), extensive reading
in the FLSSC at the research site, and to this date at the new campus, have
remained categorically analogue in nature. Indeed, a row of seven slow and
outdated computers that were set against the back wall of the center were rarely
used by students. Extensive reading was a much more common practice that
was encouraged by the staff person at the center, by teaching assistants who
helped manage a lending library of extensive readers, and by certain senior
faculty members in the Department of British and American Studies. In this
sense, the promotion and support of extensive reading in the FLSSC can be
seen to have eclipsed other literacy practices—including those that might lead
to the development of symbolic competence via CMC. The FLSSC’s resources

nevertheless supported the development of a community of practice around
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paper-based extensive reading within the department (Hourdequin, 2011,

2013a).

Figure 2.5. The Foreign Language Study Support Center (FLSSC) at the research
site. View from hallway entrance, September, 22, 2017. Photograph by the author.

Figure 2.6. A view of the dominant extensive reading and language study practices
from inside the FLSSC. June, 15, 2016. Photo courtesy of the university’s Foreign
Language Study Support Center. Used with permission.

Over time, however, the university’s administration began to push back against
the department’s control of the FLSSC, and its dominance by students engaged
in practices related to English language extensive reading and (in recent years)
extensive listening. Beginning in 2013 and continuing through to the Faculty of
Foreign Studies’ relocation to a new campus, the university began cutting staff
and other resources at the FLSSC. They also created university-wide

committee oversight in an effort to manage this space more centrally for the
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benefit of all students. Whereas, two full-time professors and a full-time
administrator had once staffed the center, the new cuts eliminated the faculty
positions at the center and outsourced administration to a non-staff
administrator (working on renewable 6-month contracts). The center’s primary
physical resources—leveled and graded readers and audiobook CDs for
English learners which had been accumulated via faculty research funds for
many years—were also put at risk, and ultimately management of these books

and CDs was ceded to the library on the new campus.

A discussion about the role of the FLSSC on the new campus, and the
affordances of new learning spaces there is included in the final chapter of this
thesis. For now, however, it is important to note that at the research site, the
use of the FLSSC space to support practices related to paper-based extensive

reading can be seen to have inhibited the development of certain CMC practices.

CMC Practices at the Research Site

As noted earlier in this chapter, the campus wi-fi network was accessible to
students and faculty in the FLSSC and throughout campus, but like the spaces
themselves, was frequently congested. Still, students could access the network
with their smart-phones, thus avoiding significant mobile internet fees that
would come with browsing the internet and engaging in CMC via their respective
carriers. In various campus spaces, students could thus be observed using their
mobile phones as a means for communicating with each other, accessing

information online, and listening to music and watching videos (via earphones).
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Such practices were also common on trains and buses during students’

commutes to and from school.

Consistent with the mobile phone culture in Japan generally, and the region
where the study was set in particular, voice calls in public spaces were rarely
observed. One typical exception was when students needed to speak with part-
time job employers, or prospective employers during the job-hunting season
that lasts from the second semester of students’ third year through the first
semester of their fourth year. In these cases, students could occasionally be
seen seeking quiet corners in hallways or other spaces to conduct their
conversations. For peer to peer communication, however, the clear preference
among students appeared to be the use of text messaging applications such as

LINE.

Though three small computer labs existed on campus that allowed students to
connect to the internet and utilize the Microsoft Office suite of applications for
word processing and presentation preparation, many students | spoke to did
not have external PC email addresses, and were unaware of how to access the
email address given to them by the university. Several students wrote email
addresses on the top of the narrative frames which | used as a data collection
tool (described further in Chapter Four and Chapter Five), but in all cases the
addresses given were mobile carrier email addresses. My field notes from
participant-observation at the research site thus aligned with research on

computer literacy and CMC habits among university students in Japan,
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affirming a preference for mobile CMC, and a trend of “normalization” of mobile
CMC among Japanese university students that has occurred over the past
decade (see, e.g. Barrs, 2011, Mindog, 2016). | will discuss case studies that
explore CMC in Japanese university settings in detail in Chapter Three of this

thesis.

As | discuss further in Chapter Six and Chapter Seven, field notes and narrative
frame data revealed that a mobile chat application called LINE constituted the
primary platform for CMC amongst students at the research site. This
platform—which | discuss in detail in Chapter Seven—allows students to
communicate in dyads and/or larger groups. For example, it is common practice
for class groups of 25 to 30 that are established with in university-year cohorts
(divided by language level) in the department to establish LINE groups for
communication about issues relevant to university academic and social life.
LINE is also used in a similar way for communication amongst student members
of clubs and circles, and for communication within teacher-led research or

project groups.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has detailed the cultural and historical context within which my
study of Japanese university student CMC practice and perceptions is set. The
chapter has explored the history of literacy in Japan to the present, and has
situated contemporary university life within a higher education landscape that

has expanded from its elitist beginnings to its current form, which is
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characterized by broad participation. The university where this study is set is
characterized as a regional, non-elite, commuter university where students
gather for their daily coursework, their club activities, and to socialize. | have
pointed described the campus where research was conducted, and its situation
within its surrounding environment. In Chapter Three, | will situate my study
within a body of empirical and theoretical academic literature on literacy and

social practice.
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Chapter Three: Literature Review

Whereas chapter two of this thesis served to situate the research setting within
its cultural, historical and institutional context, this chapter explores theoretical
and empirical findings from existing literature that provides important
background for the interpretation and analysis of my study’s data, and thus a
basis for the assessment of their significance. This interpretation and analysis
is rooted in the specific research questions that my thesis poses, and the terms
used in these questions. These research questions are as follows:

1. What types of computer-mediated communication CMC practices do
students at the research site engage in, and how do these connect
to culturally and historically-rooted societal discourses and
practices?

2. How do students at the research site perceive their native and foreign
language CMC practices?

3. To what extent can students’ multilingual CMC practices be seen to
contribute to the formation of symbolic competence?

4. Given student CMC practices and perceptions, to what extent are
pedagogical practices and affordances at the research site utilized
to enhance students’ critical engagement with foreign texts and
interlocutors via CMC?

These four questions, in the way they have been conceived and formed, depend
on theoretical understandings of several key concepts from different theoretical

subfields: from a certain sub-tradition in the New Literacy Studies (NLS), | use
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the term “discourse”; from cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT), | employ the
notion of “mediation”; my focus on “practices” derives from readings in
mainstream sociology; and finally the notion of “symbolic competence” depends
on a key concept in contemporary applied linguistics. One purpose of this
chapter is thus to synthesize conceptual work from these traditions in order to
clarify the theoretical lens that informs my inquiry. A second task is to show a
gap that exists in the literature which this study is attempting to fill. Though
recent comprehensive surveys of English-language academic literature on
CMC and digital literacy and have been undertaken by others, notably Thorne
and Black (2007), Leander et al. (2010), Mills (2010), and Goodfellow (2011),
these reviews, and my own survey of subsequent literature reveals that few
studies exist that approach foreign language CMC as social practice in
Japanese higher educational settings. Finally, this chapter seeks to explore
what can be gleaned from existing studies in similar institutional contexts that

explore related problems and questions.

Educational research focused on CMC and digital literacy draws upon a wide
and diverse range of disciplines and research traditions, including those of
applied and theoretical linguistics, literature studies, media studies, psychology,
sociology, and anthropology. Researchers in these traditions have used both
qualitative and quantitative research methods to explore a variety of questions
in a diversity of contexts. Further, the breadth of literature on literacy, literacies,
and computer mediated communication (CMC) includes many different

approaches to many different kinds of research problems that are characterized
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in many different ways. This project situates itself in the borderland between
literacy studies, applied linguistics, and mainstream sociology (and the subfield
of Japan Studies), and seeks to bridge practice-focused sociological research
with a social semiotic perspective that is gaining prominence in applied

linguistics.

The chapter's first section clarifies the overall scope and academic territory of
my inquiry by locating it within the context of three "turns" in intersecting
academic research traditions. In the second section, | discuss some of the main

theoretical and conceptual tools and tensions that inform my study: conceptions

of “discourse,” “mediation,” “practice,” and “symbolic competence.” Finally, |
discuss relevant studies from two categories of practice-focused research set
within Asia that offer insight for the context of my own study, thus clarifying the

knowledge gap this research seeks to help fill.

Three Turns

In the 1980’s and 1990’s a “linguistic turn” in sociology was mirrored by a “social
turn” in applied linguistics and second language acquisition (SLA) studies

around the same time (Pennycook, 2010, p. 123). Applied Linguistics’ “social
turn,” led researchers such as Swain & Deters (2007) to advocate for a
participation metaphor to replace that of language acquisition. The sociocultural
view implied by this shift sees language use as inseparable from social activity,

and has evolved into the practice-focused research approach in applied

linguistics that has come to the fore in recent years, especially in literacy studies.
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It is an approach that is embodied by the work of leading scholars such as
Pennycook (2002, 2010), Hamilton (2012), Barton and Potts (2013), Gee (2012),
and many others, and coincides with the necessary expansions of notions of
“literacy” to include everyday practices undertaken with everyday tools and
materials that lead to particular ways of making meaning through language and

other modes of communication.

The increased focus on practice that has taken hold in mainstream sociology
and certain quarters of applied linguistics has been accompanied by similar
developments in literacy studies. Beginning in the 1990’s, a group of literacy
scholars began to refer to their field as New Literacy Studies (NLS), which
aimed to bridge language-focused sociology research and practice-focused
linguistics research in educational contexts. The shift was a move away from
cognitive approaches to literacy to those that took into account social, historical,
and contextual factors and the practices that these entailed. Gee (2010) aptly
summarizes the break from cognitivism that defined the NLS movement that
began in the 1980’s and continues today in various forms:
Traditional psychology saw readers and writers as engaged in mental
processes like decoding, retrieving information, comprehension,
inferencing, and so forth. The NLS saw readers and writers as engaged
in social or cultural practices. Written language is used differently in
different practices by different social and cultural groups. And, in these
practices, written language never sits all by itself, cut off from oral

language and action. Rather, within different practices, it is integrated
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with different ways of using oral language; different ways of acting and
interacting; different ways of knowing, valuing, and believing; and, too,
often different ways of using various sorts of tools and technologies.
(p.166)
Here, Gee (2010) contrasts a cognitivist conception of literacy with the
sociocultural paradigm favored by the NLS. Drawing upon research in the then
emerging fields of cross-cultural psychology and linguistic anthropology, the
NLS re-conceived literacy as situated social practice rather than an individual
cognitive skill. Foundational research in this tradition includes, for example,
Scribner and Cole’s (1981,1999) study of the effect of schooling on the Vai of
Liberia, Rogoff’s (1991) cross-cultural analyses of “apprenticeship in thinking”
that takes place during child-rearing, and Brown et al.’s (1989) emphasis on
“situated cognition.” This research all draws heavily upon the work of Vygotsky
and his successor, Leontiev, and is situated within the theoretical tradition of

cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT).

The NLS critique of literacy as individual competence yielded a view of literacy
as social practice around texts. This broader movement, spurred by a small
cadre of scholars who called themselves the New London Group (NLG)
relocated the unit of analysis from that of the individual mind in a laboratory
setting to the socially-constructed mind situated in a given socio-cultural-
historical context. This understanding of literacy as a social practice gave birth
to many ethnographic studies that explored language use as participation within

specific local discourse communities. Different discourse communities were
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seen as drawing upon different sets of semiotic resources. Research on the
achievement of different types of literacy in varying contexts has focused on
ways that socio-economic and other factors influence access to the resources

seen as most valuable by society.

A final research “turn” that concerns this project is the one that has taken place
in the NLS and has also taken place in sociology: the so-called “digital turn.” In
an article that reviews the “digital turn” in the NLS movement through 2010,
Mills (2010) characterized research in this tradition:
From a synthesis of the emerging patterns of literacy observed across
multiple local sites, the following list of features is evident: The literacies
are digital, pluralized, hybridized, intertextual, immediate, spontaneous,
abbreviated, informal, collaborative, productive, interactive, hyperlinked,
dialogic (between author and reader), and linguistically diverse. (p. 255)
Mills’ (2010) synthesis aligns well with a list of “preferred literacy practices”
among further education learners in the U.K. which were reported by Satchwell,
Barton, and Hamilton (2013). These authors note that participants’ preferred
practices were those associated with “everyday life,” and they included the
following characteristics: “Mostly multimodal . . . Mostly multimedia . . . Shared,
interactive, participatory. ... Non-linear . . . Agentic . . . Purposeful to the
student . . . Generative . . . Self-determined in terms of activity, time, and place”
(p.45). Satchwell et al. (2013) also note that “One of the most obvious

differences that emerged from our data was the prevalence of digital literacy

68



practices in students’ everyday lives, and the prevalence of paper-based

practices on their courses” (p. 45-46).

As | will explain in chapters five and six, these results from U.K. further
education in fact align with much of what | found in my study set in Japanese
higher education. However, it is notable that even Mills’ (2010) extensive review
of NLS literature focused on digital practice only included two studies that
referenced the Japanese context, and both of these studies highlighted online
interactions rather than practices situated in specific societal and institutional
contexts. My own review of literature on new literacies, CMC, and computer
assisted language learning found a similar bias towards a focus on digital
practices without adequate contextualization, and further, a paucity of studies
set in Japanese institutional contexts that explore the way certain practices are

mediated in situ and related to broader societal currents.

Conceptual Tools and Tensions

Discourse

The second part of my first research question asks how the CMC practices
observed and reported at the research site connect to broader societal
discourses and practices. Establishing such connections theoretically is no
simple matter, and to do so my thesis borrows concepts from several academic
traditions. Before discussing the term “practice” from this question, | turn to the

conceptions of “discourse” present in the work of NLG researchers.
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NLG scholars shared a common focus on the role of language in shaping
society and culture (and vice versa), but their understandings of discourse and
discursive practices varied in small but significant ways and have since diverged
on different trajectories. In this section, in order to explicate my own use of the
term “discourse,” | explore how discourse is viewed by three prominent New
London Group scholars, and consider some implications of these theoretical

positions for understanding digital literacy as social practice in my setting.

Norman Fairclough, a founder of the cross-disciplinary field of critical discourse
analysis (CDA) explains in his 2001 book, Language and Power that he uses
the term discourse “to refer to discoursal action, to actual talk or writing, and the
term practice . . . in a parallel way” (p. 24). For Fairclough, discourse is thus
language in use (similar to what de Saussure called parole), and critical
discourse analysis serves as a tool for understanding the ways that language
in use functions to maintain and create social order and power dynamics in
society. Fairclough's work explores how ‘texts’ (understood as instances of
written or spoken communication) draw upon different types of discourse, and

how these are situated within societal power structures.

Fairclough’s melding of a linguistic understanding of discourse with a
sociological conception of practice parallels the way other NLG scholars have
shifted their focus from reading as an individual cognitive process to that of
reading as a social practice. Fairclough (2003) articulates a view of language

as social practice which implies three propositions:

70



Firstly, that language is a part of society, and not somehow external to it.
Secondly, that language is a social process. And thirdly, that language
is a socially conditioned process, conditioned that is by other (non-
linguistic) parts of society. (pp. 19 -20)

By this view, Fairclough (2003) conceives of discourse practices as “a network

of social organization in its language aspect” (p.24).

One more important contribution from Fairclough is his understanding of
discourse analysis itself as a social practice that calls upon the analyst to reflect
upon the nature of his or her embeddedness within the discourse (or practice)
being analyzed. From a social semiotic perspective, discourse analysis is only
effective to the extent that it ties its analysis of texts to analysis of the member
resources (MR) of all those involved in interpretation, including the researcher.
As Fairclough (2003) explains:
But if analysts are drawing upon their own MR to explicate how those of
participants operate in discourse, then it is important that they be
sensitive to what resources they are themselves relying upon to do
analysis. At this stage of the procedure, it is only really self-
consciousness that distinguishes the analyst from the participants she is
analyzing. The analyst is doing the same as the participant interpreter,
but unlike the participant-interpreter, the analyst is concerned to
explicate what she is doing. (p.139)
This necessity for reflexivity emphasized by Fairclough is something that | have

strived to include as part of the discourse analysis provided in this thesis.
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The work of James Paul Gee (1991, 2010), by contrast, distinguishes between
two notions of discourse, what he terms big-D discourses and little-d discourses.
Gee’s unique conceptualizations of big-D and small-d discourse effectively
connect a Foucauldian notion of language’s historically-contingent role in
shaping society with one of everyday language in use (small-d discourse) by
individuals whose identities are shaped by the discursive practices they
participate in and enact. This allows for methods such as conversational
analysis (CA) to be used to make sense of interactions among individuals that

reveal the reproduction of larger societal (big-D) Discourses at the micro level.

Finally, the work of Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) takes a highly constructivist
perspective, and has focused upon semiosis (the process of meaning-making)
as the fundamental communicative process that defines human beings.
Accordingly, their definition and use of the term “discourse” is quite broad to
account for the myriad contexts for making meaning that exist in the world:
Discourses are socially constructed knowledges of (some aspect of)
reality. By ‘socially constructed’ we mean that they have been developed
in specific social contexts, and in ways which are appropriate to the
interests of social actors in these contexts, whether these are broad
contexts (‘Western Europe’) or not (a particular family), explicitly
institutional contexts (newspapers) or not (dinner-table conversations),

and so on. (p. 4).

72



Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) also focus upon interactions as a primary unit
of analysis, but their concern is more about the way communicative activity,
including the creation and interpretation of texts, draws on implicit knowledge
that constitutes shared semiotic resources of a group, or culture. In their hands,
however, “culture” loses its broad explanatory power because culture is not
seen as a system of understanding, but instead as a set of shared resources. It
is the communicative resources of a community of any size. As Kress (2012)
explains: “A group of two or more persons, acting in recognition and with
understanding of socially made resources, in recognizably similar practices with
these resources, can count as a community with ‘its’ culture” (p.371). In the
article quoted here, two examples are given to illustrate semiotic analysis. One
examines what might be understood from a photograph of two children at play.
In the photo, one child is holding an object in his hand and showing it to the
other, apparently in silence. Kress (2012) explains that even such a simple
interaction can form the basis of a semiotic analysis. In the interaction,
communication is understood to have taken place by sight and touch of a
shared material resources. The shared communicative experience replaces
what might have previously been called “culture” with the recognition that
culture can only be said to exist in the minds of individuals in groups who share

meaning with each other.

In summary, NLG scholars have conceptualized the important notion of
“discourse” in different ways. Gee (1991, 2010) emphasizes the role of

language in identity construction and maintenance and ties the everyday

73



speech acts (small-d discourse) to larger societal currents (big-D Discourses).
Similarly, but with a greater emphasis on power structures, Fairclough’s critical
discourse analysis emphasizes the social conditions that afford various
productions and interpretations of texts. Kress (2012), and Kress & van
Leeuwen (2001) focus on the micro-level of interaction, or semiotic “work”,
among individuals and groups for the (re)production of meaning in society.
Consistent across all NLG notions of discourse though is an increased focus on
semiotic (meaning-making) practices and the idea that fluency in such practices
can only come from something like apprenticeship in the specific human culture

where these practices are valued and carried out.

As | will explain below, the concept of “practices” is mostly able to subsume any
single conception of “discourse” for describing and explaining activity at my
project’s research site. Nevertheless, the above-mentioned conceptions of
discourse inform my study and play an important role in describing the stream
of cultural resources that create shared understanding among language users
in a given locale.

Cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT)

In addition to the increasing emphasis on contexts and discourses brought to
applied linguistic and educational research by the NLS school, researchers who
employed second and third generation CHAT have brought attention to the
influence of tools and patterns of tool use in different sociocultural settings. This
theoretical lens allows a view of the individual language user, following Wertsch

(1991), as the "individual(s)-acting-with mediational-means" (p.96). It is a view
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that is both developmentalist and constructivist. Mediation is a concept at the
center of my study’s focus on computer mediated communication. Here, |
explore some important theoretical and empirical studies that have employed

mediation and related concepts.

Applying a CHAT perspective to contemporary communicative contexts, Thorne
and Black (2007) argue that “that qualitative shifts in communicative contexts,
purposes, and genres of language use associated with new media necessitate
a responsive and proactive vision of educational practice, particularly in the
areas of first and additional language instruction” (pp.133 - 134). Thorne’s
(2003) “cultures of use” concept enables a research perspective that examines
both the material designs that are “carried” by certain technological tools and
spaces (or platforms) as well as the local practices around these designs that
groups of people develop in social-historical-institutional contexts. Thorne
(2003) thus states that:
The implication is that historical, institutional, and discursive processes
(e.g., the flow of culture at a given point in time and for specific
communities) largely mediate an individual's practical and symbolic
activity. Artifact or tool . . . utilization necessarily implies cultural
mediation and the routinized use of an artifact exhibits its temporally
local as well as its historical constitution. (p. 40)
Thorne and Kramsch (2002) and Basharina (2007) provide two seminal
examples of educational research exploring such ‘cultures of use’ (though this

term is not used) and their influence on CMC practices in pedagogical settings.
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Though both of these are cross-cultural tele-collaboration studies that are
limited in their ability to deeply explore the societal and institutional roots of their
participants' practices, both studies point to important issues related to genre

conventions and inter- and intra-cultural contradictions.

Thorne and Kramsch (2002) looked at American and French students’
interactions via ICT and found that varying understandings of genre
conventions and corresponding practices led to significant misunderstandings
between language learners from different cultures. They highlighted the way
that CMC via email and internet bulletin board postings led to “genre wars”
explaining that:
. . . the clash we witnessed in the data . . . is not between individuals
choosing ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ styles of writing, more or less truth-based or
trust-based, but between two local genres engaged in global
confrontation. Because genre is bound up both with global
communicative purpose (Swales, 1990) and a local understanding of
social relations, genre is the meditator between the global and the local.

(Thorne and Kramsch, 2002, p.99)

Thorne and Kramsch (2002) thus concluded that local communicative practices
play a very significant role in shaping interactions with foreign ‘others’ via ICT.
Further, the limited modality of the communication channel—the constraints of
the communication tool—were shown to magnify conflict and misunderstanding.

The authors noted that in face-to-face interactions “. . . the multiplicity of
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semiotic channels serves to diffuse the conflict and to disambiguate the nature

of the genre” (Thorne and Kramsch, 2002, p.99).

Basharina’s (2007) research was conducted within a more explicit CHAT
framework, but had similar findings. The study also focused on a pedagogical
context in which CMC was used for cross-cultural communication, albeit one in
which all participants used English as a lingua franca. The author explored the
communicative practices of Russian, Mexican, and Japanese participants who
communicated via email and an electronic bulletin board system (BBS).
Basharina (2007) employed Engestrém's (1987) second generation CHAT to
explore “contradictions” in the collaborative use of computer technology for
intercultural communication, and identified intra-cultural, intra-cultural, and
technology-related contradictions which manifested themselves in various ways
in on site (at a university in Canada), and at the virtual “third place” of the ICT
platform where students interacted (Basharina, 2007, p. 88). Though limited in
its scope, the research usefully illustrated the complexity of online activity sites
by demonstrating the way various contextual factors inform the participation of

different members.

Both of the aforementioned studies demonstrated ways that historically-rooted
and culturally-entrenched (discursively-mediated) practices and perceptions
fueled misunderstanding in cross-cultural encounters, and thus point to the
importance of research that looks carefully at communicative and pedagogical

practices in various cultural and institutional contexts. They spotlight particular
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“cultures of use” that develop in local settings. Such research can help identify
factors that contribute to the development of various local communication
genres, and identify how (societal and cultural) discourses structure

participation in these genres.

These and other cross-cultural studies (e.g. Katz, 2001; Bonk & Kim, 2002;
O’Dowd, 2005) point to “contradictions” that arise in intercultural encounters
when English or other languages are used for communication across electronic
media. They reveal that despite identical or similar tools, practices vary
significantly across locales. A limitation of studies like these though is that they
sometimes fail to adequately explore the situatedness of the practices they
represent. For example, though Basharina’s (2007) study demonstrates
contradictions that may arise in cross-cultural encounters via CMC, it does not
point to the particularities of where and how and why these cultural practices

develop.

Despite significant practice-focused contributions from the CHAT tradition like
the ones mentioned above, it has been argued that applied linguistics research
has often failed to focus adequately on (discursive) practice itself, and has
lacked concepts for connecting analysis of language use in local contexts with
broader societal currents. Block (2013), for example, argues that though in
applied linguistics there is “clear acknowledgements of the presence (and
reality) of social structures and their role in shaping (though not determining)

individuals’ lives, there is still little overt or detailed consideration of exactly what

78



one might mean when the structure agency relationship is invoked” (p. 128).
Further, Kramsch (2005) has suggested that applied linguistics lacked a theory
of practice; and Pennycook (2010) and others have argued that such a theory

is essential for the field to remain tethered to real world contexts.

As | discussed above, various notions of discourse have been used by NLS
researchers to try to bridge understandings of local language use with
institutional and societal structures. However, | demonstrated that “discourse”
is such a vast term that even researchers within the same micro-tradition are
apt to use it in different ways. How, then, can “local literacies” be connected to

new literacies and CMC “cultures of use” that exist in other places and contexts?

This problem is what Brandt and Clinton (2002) call “the limits of the local.”
These authors attempt to bridge the local/global divide by way of concepts such
as “sponsors of literacy” and also through their notions of “localizing moves”
and “global connects” which draw upon Latour’s (1996) actor-network theory
(Brandt and Clinton, 2002, pp. 349 — 351). The authors are concerned with the
ways that literacy is at once a local and a global phenomenon that is mediated
by non-human actors that are often undervalued in ethnographic accounts of
literacy. As they explain:

The problem enters when, as researchers, we fail to consider the objects

in a literacy event as active participants in the context or if we consider

them only in terms of their function in the local, interactive work alone.
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With such omissions, it is easy to conclude that literacy when it happens
is only particular and locally situating. (Brandt and Clinton, 2002, p. 246)
One putative solution Brandt and Clinton (2002) offer to this problem is the
concept of “sponsors of literacy.” They explain that:
We can think of sponsors as underwriters of acts of reading or writing —
those agents, local or distant, concrete or abstract, who enable or induce
literacy and gain advantage by it in some way. The concept of the literacy
sponsor recognizes the historical fact that access to literacy has always
required assistance, permission, sanction, or coercion by more powerful
others or, at least, contact with existing “grooves” of communication.
(Brandt and Clinton, 2002, p. 349)
It is clear from this quote that the authors are attempting to conceptually account
for the power of both human and non-human agents in local literacy practices,
but it is less clear how the concept can help reveal practices themselves, for
which no definition is offered. Also, because the everyday objects of our lives
are so intertwined with other places and power centers, it would seem that a full
accounting of literacy “sponsorship” might not even be possible. While Brandt
and Clinton (2002), following Latour (1996) are right to point out that the existing
designs of objects themselves play a significant role in shaping literacy (and
associated CMC practices), | argue that it is the way that objects (hardware and
software) are used in contexts that influences local and non-local power

dynamics.
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Thorne’s (2003) ‘cultures of use’ concept discussed above has the potential to
uncover such local patterns of tool use, but for the purposes of my study it is
Pennycook’s (2010) emphasis on language as local practice that carries the
most force for connecting everyday mediated action with understandings of
broader social, cultural, and historical organization. In emphasizing the
conceptual affordances of a practice theory approach to language research,
Pennycook (2010) explains that:
The important point about practice is that it sits . . . between Big-D
discourse (the abstraction of the worldview) and little-d discourse
(everyday language use) and asks how they connect, how this meso-
political level organizes local activity in relation to broader social, cultural,

or historical organization. (p.123)

Pennycook’s focus on local practice thus moves away from Gee’s bifurcated
notions of discourse, and also from the associated structure/agency debate in
applied linguistics. In Pennycook’s hands, discourse as an abstract notion loses
its singular power, but discursive practice along with myriad other practices can
be revealed for their sustaining and evolving roles in local communities,
institutions, and societies. Further, Pennycook (2010) places emphasis on how
language is always enacted (practiced) locally, and thus “needs to be
understood through the emic lenses of anthropology as much as the etic lenses
of sociology” (p115). This provides a conceptual bridge between ethnographic
studies focused on social semiotics and linguistic ecology (e.g. Scollon and

Scollon, 2003; Lam, 2009; Bezemer and Kress, 2016) with work exploring
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“cultures of use” (Thorne, 2003) or even research that draws upon communities
of practice theory (Wenger, 1998) such as Hourdequin (2011, 2013a). The
essential question becomes: what practices are enacted at research sites, and
how do these practices function and intertwine with other practices in other
(near and distant) places?
Practice
But what is a practice, and how can practices serve as a unit of analysis for
research on CMC in intercultural higher education institutional settings?
Definitions of practice vary slightly within the field, but some common ground
can be found in one offered by Reckwitz (2002):
‘A ‘practice’ (Praktik) is a routinized type of behaviour which consists of
several elements, interconnected to one other: forms of bodily activities,
forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background
knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion
and motivational knowledge. (p. 249)
Whereas definitions of discourse focus on the connections between language
use, identity, and society, definitions of practice, like this one, call attention to
repeated embodied activities. Schatzki (1996) has called a practice a “nexus of
doings and sayings” which would seem to cover almost all human activity (p.
89). What makes an activity a practice though is its repetition in human cultural
contexts. Repetition reifies activity into what is knowable as a practice. As
Reckwitz (2002) explains: “Moreover, the practice as a ‘nexus of doings and

sayings’ (Schatzki) is not only understandable to the agent or the agents who
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carry it out, it is likewise understandable to potential observers (at least within

the same culture)” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 250).

The final parenthetical of this characterization of what constitutes a “practice,”
however, points to a need to redefine practice in a way that works in cross-
cultural contexts. That is, the aforementioned characterization assumes
practices are definitively recognizable and observable by a single, monolingual
observer. But in the reality of a research context that crosses cultural and
linguistic lines, the nature of a practice must come from a negotiation of
meaning between the observer and the observed. For the purpose of this type
of cross-cultural educational research, | thus wish to argue that a term such as
“perceived practice” might be merited. Consistent with the definition of practice
given in the introduction of this thesis, perceived practice could be defined as
‘recognizable, repeated actions that constitute the creation of meaning among
individuals and groups in a given locale.” Such a definition thus includes
Schatzki’s (2012) idea of a “nexus of doings and sayings,” but would also
emphasize the idea that such sayings and doings are not “spatially-temporally
dispersed,” but rather locally realized, interpreted, and in this case translated (p.
14). That is, to be seen as significant, practices need to be understandable as
practices by the practitioners themselves and observers with enough deep
linguistic and cultural knowledge to allow for interpretation that reflects the

semiotic complexity of the practices in cultural-historical context.
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Symbolic competence
Whereas the need to define a concept of perceived practices above stems from
my project’s first two research questions, my third and fourth questions call for
a clarification of the concept of “symbolic competence” and my use of this term
to interpret findings from the research site. Symbolic competence is a term
introduced by Kramsch (2006), and further developed over the past decade or
so. As noted in Chapter One, the term is initially framed as encapsulating three
main qualities: “the production of complexity, the tolerance of ambiguity, and an
appreciation of form as meaning" (2006, p. 251). Beyond these qualities,
Kramsch (2006) does not offer a direct definition of the term, however a
subsequent annotated bibliography by Kramsch and Whiteside (2015)
characterizes the original concept as: “The ability to manipulate symbolic
systems to interpret signs and their multiple relations to other signs, to use
semiotic practices to make and convey meaning, and to position oneself to
one’s benefit in the symbolic power game.“ (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2015).
Kramsch (2011) also explicates the way that symbolic competence evolved
from a previous concept, “third place,” that had lost its relevance in our
postmodern information era:
The proliferation of global communicative technologies has made
intercultural communication into a much more complex, changing and
conflictual endeavor than just a L1/ C1 self-understanding another L2/C2
self from a third place in between. THIRD PLACE, THIRD CULTURE
and SPHERE OF INTERCULTURALITY are metaphors that attempt to

capture through a place marker what is in fact a process of positioning
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the self both inside and outside the discourse of others. It is the capacity
to recognize the historical context of utterances and their intertextualities,
to question established categories like German, American, man, woman,
White, Black and place them in their historical and subjective contexts.
But it is also the ability to resignify them, reframe them, re- and
transcontextualize them and to play with the tension between text and

context. (Kramsch, 2011, p. 359)

In this thesis, | use the term “symbolic competence” in a way that is consistent
with this evolution in order to unite a practice perspective with a discourse
perspective. Here, symbolic competence thus characterizes an ability to
understand and interact with (and in) symbolic systems through culture (as
discursive practice) and media. My use of the term is thus explicit about a
dependence upon foundational concepts in media literacy. My definition of this
concept is borrowed from the Center for Media Literacy, which defines media
literacy as “the ability to communicate competently in all media forms as well as
to access, understand, analyze, evaluate and participate with powerful images,
words and sounds that make up our contemporary mass media culture” (Center
for Media Literacy, N.D.) Symbolic competence is thus understood as a
combination of cultural literacy and media literacy consistent with the impetus
for the New London Group’s pedagogy of multiliteracies (1996). As | discuss in
Chapter Seven, multiliteracies pedagogy is an approach where | see potential

in helping students develop symbolic competence.
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At the research site, foreign language learners encounter multimodal resources
that draw upon a variety of cultural (discursive) practices. As they begin to enact
new CMC practices, they require a competence characterized by an ability to
understand and ultimately play with the complexity of cultural and media
discourses as practices. Symbolic competence is used as an organizing
concept for the realization of proficiency in such multilingual and multimodal

practices.

Practice-focused Studies in Asia

Given the notion of “perceived practice” that | articulated above, the filter for
studies that might inform this one becomes narrower. This is not because
contexts vary, but because the idea of “perceived practice” creates a
methodological mandate that researchers offer rich description of the social
contexts within which their studies are set, and also allow participants to
explicate practices in their own terms. And while survey-based studies such as
Mihalidis (2014) demonstrate an ability to characterize the digitally-enabled
communications “habits” of college students in various locales, this study seeks
to uncover what might be particular about these habits—here termed
“practices”—in a university context embedded in Asian, and specifically

Japanese traditions of literacy and communication.

Despite a plethora of recent research in Asia that has focused on ICT-based
tools themselves and also the role of ICT in classroom settings, relatively little

ethnographic research exists that explore youth CMC practices in cultural and
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institutional contexts in Japan or other parts of Asia. The studies of this type
that inform my own research can be divided into two broad categories: those
that consider Asian or Japanese youth as a unit of analysis for understanding
contemporary CMC practice, and those set in Japanese higher education
institutional settings that focus on the experiences and practices of
undergraduate English learners. While taking into account broader historical
movements and trends, the rapidly changing nature of the tools and platforms
young people use to communicate has necessitated that this review focuses
mostly on studies within these two categories that have been carried out within
the past decade or so.

Research on youth CMC practices

Ito (2005) and Ito & Okabe (2005) are two foundational ethnographic studies
that explored youth CMC practice as “keitai practices” in and around Tokyo.
Keitai (#145) is a Japanese word that means “portable” or “handheld.” It thus
serves as a proxy term referring to mobile devices, which have evolved over
the past two decades from pagers, to mobile phones capable of sending text
messages, to modern-day “smartphones” (sumaho, A~ 7<) . Ito (2005) reveals
that despite an increase in discretionary time and mobility, college-aged
Japanese youth remain very dependent upon their parents and educational
institutions and lead relatively proscribed lives. As | will discuss in Chapter
Seven, this is a situation that continues today, especially in the regional
university setting where my thesis research is set. lto (2005) discusses what
she terms “power geometries of space-time compression” in an analysis of the

communication practices of high-school and college-aged urban youth. This
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contextual approach begins with the notion that “practices and cultures of youth
are not solely outcomes of a certain state of developmental maturity, or even of
interpersonal relations, but are also conditioned by the regulative and normative

force of places” (Ito, 2005, p. 133).

Ito and Okabe (2005) also used Japanese “youth” as a category, to further
explore the way societal norms and the constraints and affordances of physical
spaces and technological tools can be seen to inform and shape youth mobile
communication practices. While not set within any one institutional context, Ito
and Okabe’s (2005) study offers essential “thick description” of youth mobile
messaging practices in Japan, and theorizes the way these fit within Japanese
society as a whole. The authors argue that “youth technology use is driven not
only by certain psychological and developmental imperatives, but also by
youths’ position in historically specific social structures” (p. 1). Their conclusions
about CMC practices among youth in Japanese society as a whole is that “youth
messaging can undermine certain adult-defined prior definitions of social
situation and place, but also construct new techno-social situations and new
boundaries of identity and place” (p.5). This research points to rigid generational
structures that exist in Japanese society and usefully identifies CMC as one

venue for resisting or operating outside of these structures.

But in addition to highlighting the social use of technology for pushing back
against societal and generational boundaries, Ito & Okabe’s (2005) research

also pointed to the way the keitai as a tool of resistance was creating “new
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disciplines and power-geometries” that center around ‘“the need to be
continuously available to friends and lovers, and the need to always carry a

functioning mobile device” (p. 11).

This theme of mobile device ubiquity and the social implications of such ubiquity
was taken up by Takahashi (2014). Like Ito & Okabe (2005), Takahashi’s (2014)
study also uses “youth” as an analytical category, but focuses more on the way
mobile CMC tools create affordances for a variety of social practices across
societal, cultural, and institutional boundaries. This comparative ethnographic
study between youth social media practices in Japan, the US, and the UK finds
some common social media practices among youth in all three countries,

though in each case the explanatory cultural logic is different.

In analyzing the social media habits of Japanese youth, Takahashi (2014)
emphasizes the concepts of uchi (/. inside/in-group) and soto (4%,
outside/other) and kiki (%2, social atmosphere) . That these concepts are
well-worn in the nihonjinron (theories of Japanese uniqueness) literature does
not diminish their explanatory power or necessary disprove their validity, but it
does raise questions about the generalizability of Takahashi’s (2014) research,
which freely traverses various intra-societal contexts (e.g. regional, institutional,
social, class). | will return to explore the usefulness of these terms as analytic

tools in Chapter Seven of this thesis.
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Institutional studies

What | term “institutional” case studies on CMC practice in Japan are those that
explore the practices of participants from single or multiple institutional contexts.
This distinction is important because it marks research that seeks to understand
participant practices in terms of the purported purposes of their institutional
membership, as opposed to the more general terms of demographic
characteristics. Since the purpose of the knowledge created by my own study
is to advance an understanding of the effects of digital practices on foreign
language learning in Japanese higher education, | have looked for studies of

CMC practice that come from similar institutional and cultural contexts.

Aoki (2010) is an example of a survey-based study that bridges the above-
mentioned research on “youth” practices with institutional case studies. This
paper provides English summary and analysis of the state of ICT use and e-
Learning in Japan at the time of writing based mostly on results of Japanese
language research conducted by MEXT, and other research institutes. It paints
a grim picture of Japanese higher education as a whole and of the efficacy of
ICT use in at universities across the country. Aoki (2010) cites a range of
statistics to support her claim that “the application of technologies in education
in Japan is far behind other developed counties” (p.854). This is generally seen
as the result of Japanese culture, as Aoki (2010) explains:

In the Confucius value system which Japanese culture and society has

built upon, teachers are authorities students should not challenge. In a

typical classroom at a Japanese university, students rarely engage
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themselves in intellectual inquiry, independent and critical thinking, or
problem solving. The pedagogical emphasis tends to be placed upon the
mastery of a specific body of knowledge instead of fostering the students'
ability to reason and think critically and creatively and to articulate and
defend their views. (p. 858)
This type of analysis, however, begs that questions be asked about the
practices of youth themselves in some sampling of the types of educational
institutions surveyed by Aoki (2010). If educational institutions serve to
reproduce societal practices and discourses, it is worth asking what the
participants in particular institutions do and think and say with and through and

about the ICT they engage with.

As a burgeoning area of research, and with an increased push from MEXT for
online learning, more recent studies such as Mehran, Alizadehl, Koguchi, and
Takemura (2017) have looked at the readiness of Japanese “digital natives” for
learning English online. This study (Mehran, et al., 2017), entitled “Are
Japanese digital natives ready for learning English online? a preliminary case
study at Osaka University” provides rich contextual information related to one
institutional setting, but is nonetheless a useful addition to the field. The
conclusion that Japanese students are in fact “not ready” though is helpfully
cast in the light of other studies of ICT literacy in Japan which offer similar
conclusions about e-learning and computer assisted language learning (CALL)
readiness (e.g. Murray and Blyth, 2011, Goertler et al. 2012). Mehran et al.

(2017), however, never unpack or problematize the “digital native” concept itself,

91



though brief mention is made of the Harada’s (2010) keitai (mobile) native
concept that has been developed for describing some of the CMC habits of
Japanese youth. | will return to a deeper exploration of this construct in Chapter

Seven of this thesis.

There is a very limited number of other studies of ICT literacy in Japanese
higher education as a whole, and those that do exist usually narrate the
practices of students at one or two local university communities. McDonald
(2012), who attempted to compare the “IT practices” of Japanese students with
their counterparts in North America, points out that while researchers looking at
digital literacy practices in the latter location have access to comprehensive
surveys like the ECAR Study of Undergraduate Students and Information
Technology (2010), no such comprehensive study exists for Japan. McDonald
(2012) explains:
While much more modest studies conducted in Japan do seek to provide
some of these same details on a smaller scale, the unique contexts in
which they are often conducted, the dramatic differences between one
institution and another, the prospect of ongoing change in IT, and
language barriers between researchers all serve to severely limit how
generalizable or useful any findings may be. In order for instructors,
administrators, and support staff in Japan to have access to the kinds of
valuable information that can be revealed through studies like those of
ECAR, it is clear that a great deal more research into these areas must

be conducted, shared, and discussed. (p. 254)
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McDonald’s own study was unable to rectify this lack of broad-based survey
data. This study (McDonald, 2012) looked at ICT literacy in one institutional
context which is similar to the one | have explored in my thesis: that of a
Japanese university’s department of English (his study was set at a women’s
university in the Kansai region of Japan). The study polled 74 undergraduates
using a paper-based survey instrument with open and closed questions
modeled on the ECAR survey to “elicit information about the students’
experiences, preferences, and perceptions related to IT use in conjunction with
their classes as well as their opinions on their own self-efficacy and the

importance of technology skills” (p.256).

The author found that students express an “overall preference for moderate use
of IT in higher education” (McDonald, 2012, p. 260). This result was estimated
to be “comparable” to results of the ECAR survey of North American students.
Two additional notable results emerged from this study. McDonald (2012) found
that approximately 50% of the Japanese students he surveyed were “friends”
with their instructors on social networking sites (compared to 31.9% of the North
American students), and a majority (55.4%) of the Japanese students surveyed
also expressed a desire for interaction via SNS to be more prevalent (pp.258-

259).

Among other limitations related to sample size and generalizability, McDonald
(2012) notes that “One final limitation of this study worth noting was that the

survey was conducted in English, a non-native language for the respondents,
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which may have affected their understanding of the questions and possible
answer options” (p. 260). As | will return to later, this issue of comprehensibility
is an important factor that | took into account when designing research methods

for my own study.

Despite its limits, McDonald (2012) is one of very few based in Japan that
effectively explores student ICT practices, and pushes back against the
narrative of ICT illiteracy, that is present in Aoki (2010). McDonald (2012)
concluded that:
Contrary to expectations given the generally lackluster image of IT use
in Japanese higher education propagated both in the literature and
between instructors, the findings of this study seem to indicate that not
only are the Japanese undergraduate students surveyed using a wide
range of IT in relation to their academic coursework from the first year,
but a majority of these students also see themselves and their instructors

as relatively effective users of technology. (p. 260)

Barrs (2011) is another small-scale study that focused specifically on one
aspect of Japanese university students’ CMC practice. The researcher
undertook a survey of smartphone use in one university context and explored
the pedagogical implications of the results. And though the study was limited in
scope, Barrs (2011) was unique in its attempt to identify and describe
“‘normalisation” of smartphones in the everyday practices of students of English

as a foreign language, while also exploring students’ mobile language learning
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practices. Though this study provided very limited contextual information, thus
limiting its generalizability, Barrs (2011) did point to a way that smartphones
and their applications open avenues for student agency around language
learning that did not exist previously. Students who had smartphones were
shown to be actively pursuing language learning on their devices in parallel to
the institution’s curriculum. But Barrs (2011) did not show that students were
taking advantage of the social affordances offered by smartphones to connect
with other English language users. On the contrary, it seems likely that
‘normalization” of smartphone use may have been creating stronger local social

networks with limited interaction to foreign ones.

In contrast to Barrs (2011), and similar survey-based CALL studies, Mindog
(2016) presented rich case-studies of four Japanese undergraduates from
varying institutional and disciplinary contexts. Despite its very small number of
participants, this study was unique in its ability to provide rich description about
the participants’ CMC practices related to English. Whereas many studies set
in institutional settings tend to focus on the use of ICT “tools” (smartphones,
software apps) for language acquisition (or “practice” in the vernacular sense)
of discrete elements such as lexical or grammar knowledge, Mindog’s (2016)
study succeeded in revealing much about the everyday CMC practices of
participants. Mindog (2016) examined and discussed participants’ use of mobile
software applications (heretofore “apps”), and found that “The most common
types of apps . . .are content apps (10) and SNS apps (8)” (p. 12). Writing about

her findings, the author notes that “intermediate language learners use apps
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because they want to be a part of social networking sites and access various
content rather than study discrete language parts . . .” (p.17). As | will discuss

in subsequent chapters, this is a result that is consistent with my own findings.

Mindog’s (2016) study does not, however, explore issues of identity
transformation that are bound to arise as students increase their consumption
of and interaction with foreign language digital media. The only significant
exploration of these issues set in an Asian institutional context was a qualitative
study set at the high school level. Wu (2010) employed an NLS framework for
understanding language use and literacy as social practice with an emphasis
on students’ identity performances and appropriation and use of various genres
for communication with different audiences online. Similar to Mindog (2016) this
study was small in scale, and thus limited in its generalizability, but it provides
valuable insights into some of the ways foreign language learners language use
for the performance of identities in non-academic life worlds influences
academic performance. The study found that “identities and multimodal literacy
practices are central to literacy practices” (p.139). This echoes results found by
Pasfield-Neofitou (2011) in a study that looked at Australian learners of
Japanese participating in online speech communities. Results from this action
research project lead the author to make a pedagogical recommendation that
teachers recognize the various (oral and written) speech communities that
technology now allows intermediate foreign language learners to naturally join.
But similar to the results found in Thorne and Kramsch (2002), Pasfield-Neofitou

(2011) highlight the benefits of raising student awareness about the
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conventions of various online genres and how they differ from academic or other

forms of communication.

Pedagogical case studies like these have the most to offer teachers working in
similar contexts because they show great potential for using CMC to connect
students to broader speech communities that they would otherwise not be able
to interact with. In a similar vein, from the grey literature, Mehring’s (2015) PhD
thesis offers a valuable exploration of the “flipped classroom” as a pedagogical
intervention at a Japanese university. And while the study offers valuable
insights about the lived experiences of a certain population of Japanese
university students involved in the author’s experimentation with flipped
classroom pedagogy, the research project also suffered from a significant lack
of contextual information about the institutional settings and its students. This
limits the study’s usefulness for understanding how web-based pedagogical
interventions might succeed in other settings. Also, there is only a very limited
amount of information about the students’ existing CMC practices that would
help explain the suitability of flipped classroom pedagogy at the research site

or possibly other settings.

This section has elucidated some important empirical contributions that inform
my study through their focus on CMC practice in Asian institutional contexts.
While the field is enriched by broad surveys such as Aoki (2010), it is single-

site case studies like Wu (2010) and Mindog (2016) that have the most potential
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for contributing to a mosaic that can help reveal how societal and context-

specific factors shape student CMC practices in Japan.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has located my study within a broad body of literature by exploring
concepts from various academic traditions that form a theoretical foundation for
my research. By exploring the findings of existing case studies set in contexts
similar to the one where my study is set, | have demonstrated a gap that exists
in the empirical literature that my study attempts to fill by offering a close
account of CMC practice in a specific, richly-described Japanese higher
education context. In the next chapter | turn to the research design and methods

used to gather and analyze data related to my study’s research questions.
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Chapter Four: Research Design & Methods

The purpose of this single-site quasi-ethnographic case study was to
investigate CMC practices and perceptions amongst foreign language learners
in the department of English at a private regional Japanese university. The
study sought to answer the following four research questions: (a) What types of
computer-mediated communication (CMC) practices do students at the
research site engage in, and how do these connect to culturally and historically-
rooted societal discourses and practices? (b) How do students at the research
site perceive their native and foreign language CMC practices? (c) To what
extent can students’ multilingual CMC practices be seen to contribute to the
formation of symbolic competence? (d) Given student CMC practices and
perceptions, to what extent are pedagogical practices and affordances at the
research site utilized to enhance students’ critical engagement with foreign texts

and interlocutors via CMC?

This chapter serves to explain the research methods used to explore the
aforementioned questions through a discussion of the following areas: the
study’s methodological paradigm and approach, the study’s overall research
design, my methods for gathering and reviewing related literature, data
collection and sampling methods, and methods for data analysis and synthesis.
| then include a discussion about issues of trustworthiness in my project. The

chapter concludes with a brief summary.
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Methodological Approach and Paradigm

This project employs a qualitative methodological approach that is based in a
social constructivist/interpretivist paradigm. This approach is sociocultural in
nature, and rooted in cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT). Wertsch (1998)
explains that “The task of a sociocultural approach is to explicate the
relationships between human action, on the one hand, and the cultural,
institutional, and historical contexts in which this action occurs, on the other”
(p-24). Though it must be recognized that qualitative traditions are themselves
socially constructed and historically situated, Denzin and Lincoln (2002) assert
that irrespective of time and tradition, qualitative research generally implies
"situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of
interpretive, material practices that make the world visible" (p.3). Such research
is grounded in the collection of data that reveal the emic perspectives of social

actors at the research site.

The methods | employ in this study, which are described in greater detail below
are quasi-ethnographic in nature. The primary unit of analysis that | focus on in
this study is that of “practice.” Trowler (2013) explains that “a practice
approach . . . is particularly congruent because both that approach and
ethnography are best applied at the meso level: at the level of relatively small
groups engaged in their everyday activities” (p.3). By allowing for detailed
narrative description of everyday activities and reflexivity that would be difficult
through a quantitative approach, my study’s focus on practices has allowed for

an exploration of the complex fabric of social relations and discourses that
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inform foreign language digital literacy and CMC use in a Japanese higher

education setting.

Though this study does not fully conform to the specific genre conventions of
any one traditional or contemporary type of ethnography, the interpretive
methods used here are nonetheless influenced by ethnographic theory,
particularly the postcritical ethnographic tradition. Postcritical ethnography
seeks to remedy some of the epistemological trappings evident in critical
ethnography. As Hytten (2004) explains:
Critical researchers argue that the hegemony of dominant structures
creates a false consciousness in people that disables them from
collectively challenging the status quo. Yet what we have not considered
enough are the ways in which many critical researchers substitute one
form of hegemony for another. That is, they do not truly problematize
their own understanding of the social world and rather argue for the
oppressed to replace their false consciousness with the "critical
consciousness" the researcher has. (p. 96)
Gunzenhauser (2004) outlines four rhetorical "promises" that characterize the
critical approaches alluded to here: ". . . giving voice, uncovering power,
identifying agency, and connecting analysis to cultural critique" (p. 77). He
suggests that though these are very noble methodological goals, two additional
promises are necessary for contemporary ethnography to resolve the problems
outlined by Hytten (2004) and others: self-reflexivity and non-exploitation.

Guzenhauser (2004) argues that self-reflexivity—what other researchers now
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simply call "reflexivity"—is necessary because without this there is a risk of
"reinscribing power" (p.84) He argues that "anyone making knowledge claims
needs to take responsibility for those claims and understand the ways in which
the claim to knowledge and truth serve political interests and achieve desire" (p.
84). The fifth promise of nonexploitation serves a similar function, but
additionally acts to assure that the researcher's own notion of agency is not
artificially imposed upon his or her subjects. As Guzenhauser (2004) explains,
"the additional promise of nonexploitation is needed to maintain opportunities

for agency in others in the face of differential power relations" (p.89).

| consider this qualitative, quasi-ethnographic methodological approach to be
appropriate to this project for several reasons. First, given my liminal status as
both insider (full-time faculty member at the host-institution) and outsider (one
of only three resident Western instructors at the campus, and a faculty member
on a limited-term contract), it is important to collect and analyze data in a way
that clarifies relationships of power and disempowerment while avoiding, or at
least reflexively acknowledging the imposition of theory that may not be
supported by other informants at the host-institution. In that a postcritical
approach emphasizes multivocality, reflexivity, and non-exploitation, these aims
are more likely to be achieved than would be the case with other approaches.
Postcritical ethnography also fits well with the project’'s CHAT framework, which
emphasizes the culturally and historically situated nature of knowledge and
knowing. More specifically, a CHAT framework recognizes that what constitute

cultural and historical activity exists as such in the mind of those giving these
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phenomena voice and prominence, and calls on researchers to uncover
discourses that frame various activities for stakeholders involved. As Roth &
Lee (2007) explain, CHAT:
theorizes persons continually shaping and being shaped by their social
contexts that immediately problematize knowledge as something
discrete or acquired by individuals. In fact, CHAT explicitly incorporates
the mediation of activities by society, which means that it can be used to
link concerns normally independently examined by sociologists of
education and (social) psychologists. (p. 189)
This type of theoretical stance, which associates knowledge with activity,
requires a research methodology capable of uncovering various perspectives
on cultural-historical activity. While in no way fool-proof, the aforementioned six
promises of postcritical ethnography point to a progressive methodology for
doing this, while at the same time avoiding overly postmodern/poststructuralist
interpretive analysis that privileges deconstruction and complexity above all

else.

Overview of Research Design

This research project was designed as “insider research,” which can be simply
defined as “doing research at the institution where one is employed or studying”
(Trowler, 2011, Chapter 1, Section 1, para. 1). This approach was chosen
because | reasoned that being embedded in the culture of the research site
would allow me access to insights not attainable by conducting research outside

of my institution. My review of the literature (Chapter Three) revealed that few
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case studies on CMC practice at universities in Japan contained the type of
depth and granularity that comes from an insider researcher’s deep knowledge
of institutional culture and language. For example, even in Mehring’s (2015)
thesis—which offered more insight than others into students’ “lived
experiences,”—the author noted that more extensive participant observation
would have created a fuller picture of student practices. Mehring (2015) set his
research at a university other than the one that employed him, and noted that
distance from the research site, time and access constraints, and other logistical
factors impeded his ability to conduct in-depth observation of student practices
(p- 11). As | mentioned previously, McDonald (2012) also noted that conducting
his survey-based research entirely in English with non-native English users
limited the richness and reliability of his data. In designing my own study, |
sought to avoid such problems and instead take advantages of my own insider
perspective from within a Japanese university. Such a design, | reasoned,
would offer me constant access to the social world under consideration, and
thus to “emic accounts,” which Trowler (2011) defines as “depictions of the
social world derived from data generated within a culture and presented to an
audience in such a way as to provide an understanding of the meanings and

frames of reference in that culture” (glossary, para. 3).

Like any research design, insider research has limitations and pitfalls as well.
For example, over-privileging emic accounts of practice risks eclipsing views of
similar practices in other institutional settings or broader societal contexts

(Trowler, 2011). Given the limited existing literature on CMC practice at
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Japanese universities, however, | decided that as long as the limitations of
insider research were mitigated through triangulation and reflexivity, it would be
the approach most likely to offer a rich, granular picture of CMC practice at the
host institution.
Sources of data
| draw upon three main sources of data for my study. The first source is a
research journal with field notes that | have maintained since the beginning of
the project. This journal is a collection of unstructured paper and digital notes
based upon my observations of practice at the research site. The second source
of data is from a more structured form that | created for recording “critical
incidents” around CMC that | experienced in my interactions with students.
Within the structure of this form (included as Appendix Seven), | sought to
record any specific interactions or observations that seemed to speak to the
four research questions informing my study. The final source of data for this
project came from student responses in a Japanese narrative frame which |
designed. All three of these data sources are discussed in greater detail below.
Stages of research
A diagram in Appendix One of this thesis offers a graphic overview of this
project’s research design. The following list of steps summarizes the main
stages of the project. Following this list, more detail is offered about the methods
in subsequent sections of the chapter.

1. Before collecting data for this project, and before the winnowing process

undertaken for the literature review presented in Chapter Three, | began

reviewing a wide range of empirical and theoretical literature from the
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new literacy studies (NLS), educational sociology, and applied linguistics.
This process continued throughout the research process until the
completion of the literature review chapter (mid-2017).

In October of 2013, | completed and published a small-scale pilot study
(Hourdequin, 2013b) that helped determine the broader questions that
are asked in this larger study. The study analyzed data collected from a
small group of students at the research site, and explored their
experiences using a learning management system (LMS). The study
also helped inform my choices for data collection in my main study.
Before beginning my main study, | drafted a participant information sheet
(Appendix Two) and informed consent form (Appendix Three). Based
upon these and a description of my project | obtained ethical approval
from Lancaster University and from the host university for research
involving human subjects. A letter of approval from the host university is
provided in Appendix Four of this thesis.

| developed and pilot-tested a narrative frame form that | had designed
for empirical data collection based upon my research questions. | revised
the narrative frame document per participant feedback and with input
from colleagues at the host university. An English translation of the
narrative frame used is provided in Appendix Five, and the Japanese
version is provided in Appendix Six.

| constructed a simple note-taking form for my own reflective “critical

incident reports” which would allow me to record salient observations
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10.

11.

12.

about CMC practices and ICT use at the research site in a standardized
format (Appendix Seven).

Using a snowball sampling technique (described below), | recruited 20
undergraduate students at the research site who voluntarily consented
to participate in my project after being informed about its scope and their
role as informants in a manner that conformed to Lancaster University’s
ethical standards, and the standards of the host university.

| assigned numbers to all participant narratives and input raw Japanese
text data from the 20 completed narrative frames | collected into the
software package NVivo and coded the text data according to emergent
themes (open coding).

| translated into English passages from the student narratives that
connected to the themes | identified.

Based on these themes in student narratives and themes identified in my
field notes and critical incident reports, | sought answers to my four main
research questions. | compiled data from these sources into four main
findings, which | present in Chapter Six of this thesis.

| analyzed my findings according to three analytic categories (see
Appendix Eight and Nine). My analysis culminated in the completion of
Chapter Seven of this thesis.

| completed a focused review of literature (Chapter Three) related to my
project as | analyzed my data in light of readings in the field.

| completed a full translation of all student narrative data and had my

translations checked for accuracy by a bilingual (Japanese) colleague.
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Complete English translations of all twenty student narratives are

included in Appendix Eleven.
Literature review methods
The literature reviewed for this thesis has been gathered through an iterative
process that started when | first began to outline the nature of my research
problem and questions. | have conducted keyword searches in major
international journals and gray literature (e.g. other PhD theses) in the fields
that directly relate to my study, varying these keywords to account for journal or
database scope. | have also read broadly in theoretical literature related to
multiliteracies, the new literacy studies, and social practice theory. The process
has necessarily become increasingly focused and systematic as my study
progressed. Throughout the process | have maintained a database of articles,
books, and gray literature relevant to my topic using a citation database
program called Zotero. | have tagged these articles with information related to
context and location, study type, data collection methods, analytical methods,

and results.

Despite the ongoing nature of my review of relevant literature, the literature
review included in Chapter Three of this thesis concluded five years of
concerted effort to organize and make sense of empirical and theoretical
findings that have a bearing on my own study. Because of the importance I've
placed on context in my study, in my survey of literature on literacy | began with
searches related to digital literacies and social practice in Japanese higher

educational contexts. | combined various search terms such as “computer-
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mediated communication” and “digital literacy” and “literacy as social practice”
with terms such as “Japan,” “Japanese higher education,” and “Japanese
students,” to search several research databases available through Lancaster
University’s library. The main databases | searched in were Lancaster’s
OneSearch database, the Institute of Sciences ERIC database, Academic

Search Complete (EBSCO), the JSTOR database, and Google Scholar.

Researcher Positionality

Researcher positionality is defined as “the stance or positioning of the
researcher in relation to the social and political context of the study—the
community, the organization or the participant group” (Rowe, 2014, p.627). In
this section, | discuss my own positionality as a teacher-researcher within the
context of the research site given its situation within Japanese society, and
within the broader landscape of English language teaching and teaching
research. Further, | explore how this positionality influenced certain decisions

related to research design.

Describing stratification in the internationalization of English, Kachru (2006)
defines “inner circle” countries as the “traditional bases of English” such as the
U.K.,, U.S.A,, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand (p. 242). Beyond such
countries, Kachru (2006) delineates a second group of countries whose
common characteristic is some type of deep, historical connection to inner
circle countries. Former British or American colonies and territories such as

India and the Philippines respectively constitute examples of such “outer
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circle” countries for Kachru. Finally, Kachru (2006) delineates an “expanding
circle” of countries like Japan (p.243). In these countries, despite the fact that
English was never historically institutionalized through actual colonization, the
language’s status is nevertheless ascendant due to English’s role as an

international or universal language (Kachru, 2006, p.243).

Given this status of English as an international language within Japanese
society and thus educational institutions, native English-speaking instructors
from “inner circle” countries have long enjoyed a certain type of privilege. For
example, with English now an official part of Japanese school curricula from
the upper grades of primary school (4t through 6" grade) through high school,
demand remains high for instructors from inner circle countries. The role of
English in the primary and secondary school curriculum has been steadily
expanding throughout the post-war period, and during this time, English
teachers and teacher trainers have been in demand in various educational
contexts. With just a college degree, such individuals can find work as
assistant language teachers (ALTSs) in public and private primary and
secondary schools, or as full- or part-time tutors at cram schools, and English

conversation schools.

At the university level, similar privilege exists for native English-speakers,
however, long-term employment prospects in the sector are limited in
particular ways. For example, Rivers (2016) found that eighty-one percent of

university employment advertisements that call for native speakers in their
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descriptions offered limited-term contracts (p. 81). Further, many of these
advertisements specify that contracts are either non-renewable or renewable
only once or twice. Though institutional motivations for employment practices
are difficult to ascertain, and academic research is lacking in this area, labor
law specialists have speculated in the vernacular press that such practices are
attempts to skirt the Japanese government’s Labor Contract Law which was
amended in 2012 and took affect the following year (see, e,g. Okunuki, 2016;
Carlet, 2017). This law attempts to reverse a broader trend of job insecurity in
Japanese society by requiring employers to offer permanent positions to
workers who are contracted with a company for more than five years. Given
these conditions, research by Whitsed (2011) likens the positionality of many
foreign teachers at Japanese universities to that of a person standing in the

genkan (XE. entryway) of a Japanese house (also see, e.g., Whitsed and

Wright, 2011). One is inside the house, but still very close to the exit.

When this project began, and throughout the data collection phase, | was,
metaphorically, standing in the genkan of the university that constituted the
research site. To my knowledge, only three other “native” English-speaking
teachers had (ever) successfully navigated to tenured positions at the host
institution, but many, many others had failed over the years and moved on to
short-term contracts at other university, or shifted to adjunct status. Despite
my positionality in the genkan of the research site, due to a variety of personal

and family considerations, | was interested in staying on to work for the long-
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term rather than shuffling along to another university for another short-term

stint.

My liminal status as a teacher-researcher, however, had implications related
to the scope of data that could be collected, and how this could be done. Most
importantly, it informed my decision to focus on student practices and
perceptions alone, rather than a more comprehensive picture of these
practices in relation to faculty CMC practices inside and outside of the
classroom. Specifically, | feared that potentially face-threatening requests for
data on classroom and personal CMC practices and perceptions from
colleagues who were my superiors in age and position might be detrimental to

my career path at the host institution.

As | note in the final chapter of this thesis, the university’s faculty also
conformed to national demographic trends related to a “graying” society: at the
time, most colleagues in my department were significantly older than me
(most by at least 10 years), and also apparently less familiar with the ICT
practices of contemporary youth. Given this situation, | elected to focus my
study on student practices and perceptions, and informally share my findings
with a few trusted, relatively younger colleagues in order to help assess their

validity.

Data Collection Tools, Methods, and Sample

Empirical data for this project was collected using three tools: Japanese

language narrative frames, ongoing researcher field notes. and reflexive critical
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incident reports. Below, | discuss each of these tools and explain how they were
used in more detail followed by a section that describes my sampling methods.
Narrative frames

Barkhuizen (2011) describes a narrative frame as "a written story template
consisting of a series of incomplete sentences and blank spaces of varying
lengths. It is structured as a story in skeletal form" (p. 402). Using this definition,
| designed a Japanese-language narrative frame based upon my research
questions and the kind of information | wanted to elicit from informants. |
consulted colleagues to confirm the accuracy and usefulness of the Japanese
sentence stems | had written, and the overall coherence of the frame | produced.
| then pilot-tested the completed frame with a student volunteer. This student
provided useful feedback on ways that | could improve the data collection tool.
For example, she suggested places where blank space following certain
sentence stems should be abbreviated or expanded. She also identified
language that she found overly ambiguous or unclear. | made adjustments to
the narrative frame template based on this students’ suggestions in consultation

with other multilingual colleagues at my university.

From among a wide variety of qualitative research data collection tools,
narrative frames were chosen as a primary source of data for several reasons.
First, narrative frames seemed apt because they would allow students to
engage in an asynchronous and reflective dialogue without being overly
concerned with comprehensibility to a foreign interlocutor. That is, in an

interview or focus group setting, | felt that (a) students who normally

113



communicate with me in English might be hesitant to express their views directly
and complexly in Japanese, and (b) might not have enough time to reflect
before responding to questions. Secondly, unlike typical paper-based surveys
with various question forms, | reasoned that narrative frames could serve to
stimulate students to construct their own meaning around the issues under
consideration. Finally, the format of narrative frames whereby sentence stems
are completed by students to form a narrative that fits well with the “topic-
comment” grammatical construction that is common in Japanese discourse.
Narrative frame data collection method

After a brief orientation and explanation of my research, and upon obtaining
informed consent, participants received the narrative frame to complete at their
own leisure over the course of one or two weeks. Participants were asked to fill
in the narrative frames freely, in Japanese, and without asking follow up
questions about the meaning of the sentence stems. These prompts were
intentionally designed to be clear enough to elicit rich textual responses about
CMC practices and perceptions, but not so overly prescriptive as to lead
informants in particular directions.

Target population and sampling procedure

To collect empirical narrative frame data related to my research questions, | first
delimited the target population of my study to the roughly two hundred second-
and third-year university students in the university’s Department of British and
American Studies. | then employed a purposeful sampling technique to gather
student narratives of CMC practices, and student perceptions of these practices.

Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) note that, in contrast to random sampling
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techniques which seek generalizability to larger populations, “The logic of
purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases, with the objective

of yielding insight and understanding of the phenomenon under investigation”

(p.119).

In my study, the aim was to understand CMC practice among foreign language
learners at the research site, and | thus employed a purposeful sampling
technique known as “snowball sampling” to recruit participants at the research
site. Snowball sampling (also commonly referred to as network sampling, chain
sampling, or referral sampling) is a technique whereby study participants
recommend or recruit other potentially willing participants for the study. This is
repeated until data saturation occurs. | chose this method because of the
homogenous nature of the relatively small target population and the logistical
difficulty of either surveying all members (census), or gathering an entirely
random sample. | judged that this technique would produce a reliable picture of
CMC practices and perceptions in the target population because this data could
be triangulated with my own field notes, critical incident reports, and tacit

knowledge of the research site.

To begin snowball sampling, | recruited four undergraduate students (2 male
and 2 female) | knew who | thought might be willing to participate in the study.
| chose these students deliberately based on my knowledge of the range of their
experience (and lack thereof) abroad. Specifically, | recruited students with the

following mix of study abroad experiences: no experience abroad, limited
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holiday travel experience abroad of a week or less, limited (short-term) study
abroad experience of two to six weeks, and a student with long-term study
abroad experience. Upon obtaining informed consent from these students, |
asked them to complete the narrative frames | had designed for the study. When
they submitted their completed frames, | asked them to recommend other
students they knew who might be willing to participate in my study. After
collecting ten narratives from students, | read through the data | had received
and made highlights and notes on copies of the frames (figures and details
related this process are provided in Chapter Five). Several patterns were
beginning to become evident, but | determined that more data was needed. |
thus collected a second round of narratives from 10 more students using the

same procedure.

After the second round of data collection, | had collected 20 very detailed
narratives describing student practices and perceptions. | had reached what |

considered to be “data saturation”.

The frames in the first and second round were identical except for two small
changes. First, at the beginning of the narrative frame, | added a prompt for
students to input information about study abroad experience. In the first round
| had collected this information verbally during the informed consent and
orientation briefing. And though | continued this practice in the second round of
data collection, | decided it would be best to have the information in the body of

the frame as well. Second, towards the end of the narrative frame, | added two
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prompts that encouraged participants to write about the way they conceived of
ICT-enabled written communication versus face-to-face oral communication in
English.

Field notes

Field notes for this project were collected in a research journal based on my
participant-observation at the research site. As a teacher-researched at the
host-institution, in addition to teaching, | have face-to-face and online
interactions with students through many of my roles on campus: in my capacity
as the advisor for one of the university’s athletic “circles,” as the leader of a
university “game lab” in the campus’ Foreign Language Study Support Center
(FLSSC), and through my involvement in a joint research projects related to
campus sustainability that involved students. In order to record my experiences
and observations in such interactions, and in my general observations of
campus life, field notes were collected in two ways: they were written by hand
in a research notebook and later transferred to an electronic journal (in a
program called Scrivener), or they were journaled directly into the electronic
journal document. When written or transferred to electronic format, many of my
field notes were recorded as free-form journal entries, but others which revealed
what | deemed to be “critical incidents” were written within the framework of
semi-structured reports (Appendices Seven and Ten). According to McAteer et
al. (2010) a “critical incident is one that challenges your own assumptions or
makes you think differently” (p.107). | thus used my reflective semi-structured

critical incident reports as a vehicle for explicating new understandings about
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CMC practice at the research site based on specific observations and

experiences.
Methods for Data Synthesis and Analysis

The primary means of analyzing the data | collected was an inductive form of
discourse analysis that sought to identify emergent and repetitive themes and
what Agar (1995, 2006) terms "rich points.” | corroborated the themes and rich
points | identified in the narrative frame data with my field notes, critical incident
reports and implicit knowledge of the research site and its culture. The
organization of the data | collected constituted the four major findings which |
present in Chapter Six. Then, as a means of analyzing the findings presented
in Chapter Six, | further developed a set of analytic categories with which to
synthesize patterns that emerged from the data. These categories were
constructed by relating the data | collected to theoretical and empirical research
that | encountered in my review of literature in the field, and building upon these
to make sense of the data. A diagram of the thought process by which |
developed my analytic categories is included in Appendix Eight of this thesis.
Appendix Nine shows how the categories relate to the interpretive analysis
presented in Chapter Seven of this thesis, and the conclusions presented in
Chapter Eight. In the next chapter of this thesis, | provide a comprehensive
overview of my empirical data, and discuss the way | organized, interpreted,

and analyzed this data in greater detail.

Trustworthiness
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As Strauss and Corbin (1990) note, qualitative research requires different
definitions of what constitutes "good science" (p. 250). For my study, | broadly
sought to establish "face validity" by measuring the process and product of my
research in terms of what Tracy (2010) has termed "Big Tent Criteria for
Excellent Qualitative Research" (p. 839). Such criteria guide the qualitative
researcher to work toward an end product characterized by: choice of a worthy
topic, rich rigor, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant contribution, ethical
research, and meaningful coherence (p. 839). Below, | briefly discuss aspects
of my methods in relation to five of these eight characteristics: choice of a
worthy topic, rich rigor, sincerity, credibility, and ethical research. | exclude
“significant contribution” here because this is already addressed in Chapter One
and Chapter Seven, and | leave the very subjective issues of “resonance” and
“‘meaningful coherence” as characteristics for readers to judge for themselves.
Worthiness of topic

In describing what constitutes a worthy topic Tracy (2010) argues that good
qualitative research must be “relevant, timely, significant, interesting, or
evocative” (p.840). This project attempts to meet these criteria by presenting
case study data and rich description of CMC practices from a type of context
not previously explored with significant depth in the literature. That
contemporary CMC practices mediated by digital mobile devices are
transforming society in Japan and higher education across much of the world is
obvious to even the most casual societal observer. What is often hidden from
view are the perceptions and practices that inform this transformation in various

local contexts. Thus, through this project’s deep dive into one such context, |
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offer insight into the factors that inform local practices and perception with a

view toward improving pedagogy and curriculum.

Rigor

Drawing upon the work of Winter (2000), Golafshani (2003), Week (2007), and
others, Tracy (2010) argues that “High-quality qualitative research is marked by
a rich complexity of abundance” (p. 841). Such abundance is achieved through
rigorous qualitative research practices that are characterized by “ . . due
diligence, exercising appropriate time, effort, care, and thoroughness” (p.841).
| sought to achieve this type of “rich rigor” by collecting data from multiple
sources for as long a period of time as possible during the study. The empirical
data collection phase lasted approximately three months, and my
embeddedness at the research site has meant that field notes and critical
incident reports were produced over most of the six-year research period. The
twenty completed narrative frames that | collected and translated offered
significant insight into participants’ CMC practices and their perceptions of
these practices, and | was able to corroborate this data with observations from
my field notes and critical incident reports.

Sincerity

Tracy (2006) notes that another characteristic of excellent qualitative research
is what she terms “sincerity,” which can be achieved through practices of self-
reflexivity and transparency (p. 842). This chapter is one part of my efforts to
achieve these two objectives. Also, in Chapter One | sought to realize this type

of “sincerity” by narrating my own assumptions about higher education in three
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areas relevant to this thesis. In this chapter, | am attempting to reflexively and
transparently narrate the decisions | made in order to carry out my project. |
thus include detail about the formation of my research questions, my
positionality at the research site, the development of my primary data collection
instrument (a narrative frame), and the collection and analysis of my data. In
this and other chapters | have also used self-reflexivity to interrogate the
assumptions that | bring to my study and to honestly characterize the limitations
and partiality of the narrative my thesis creates.

Credibility

“Credibility” is a cover term for the “trustworthiness, verisimilitude, and
plausibility of the research findings” (Tracy, 2006, p. 842). Whereas quantitative
researchers seek to achieve credible generalizability of their findings through
rigorous statistical methods, credible qualitative research is achieved by way of
narrative description and other methods such as multivocality, triangulation and
crystallization. As | explained above, though the sample population for this study
was somewhat homogenous, | nevertheless attempted to achieve multivocality
by including both male and female participants who had had a range of
experiences abroad and with CMC. | also triangulated what | found in the
narrative frame data with my field notes and critical incident reports. Further, |
discussed my findings and analytical categories and conclusions with
colleagues working at the research site (both Japanese and non-Japanese). |
believe that these practices helped to produce a credible account of student
CMC practices and perceptions at the research site.

Ethical research
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The final, but eminently important aspect of excellent qualitative research that |
consider relates to ethics. Here, Tracy (2010) provides some useful categories
that serve as heuristics for working through essential ethical considerations in
qualitative research. The first is entitled “procedural ethics,” which, she notes,
‘refers to ethical actions dictated as universally necessary by large
organizations, institutions or governing bodies” (Tracy, 2006, p. 847). As noted
above, in this area | was careful to conduct my research according to the letter
and spirit of the ethics requirements related to research on human subjects that
exist at Lancaster University and the university that constituted the research
site. This process involved obtaining a letter of permission from the research
site and obtaining informed consent from all individual participants in the
research project. Examples of the participant information sheet, informed
consent form, and letter of permission from the host university can be seen in

Appendix Two, Appendix Three, and Appendix Four of this thesis.

Another equally important area of ethical concern for qualitative researchers is
what Tracy (2010) terms “situational and culturally specific ethics” (p. 840). This
refers to “ethical practices that emerge from a reasoned consideration of a
context’s specific circumstances” (Tracy, 2010, p. 847). In insider research such
as this, such considerations may be difficult to separate from site politics,
including the power dynamics that stem from the researcher’s position within
the institution being studied. As Trowler (2011) notes:

A third issue arises from the power structures within universities and the

subordinate position of some categories of people. This has implications
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in terms of data collection: the consequences of being too forthcoming in
revealing sensitive information about the university can be very serious
for those in more vulnerable positions. Not all respondents have equal
latitude in respect of what they say and how they say it. (Chapter 5,
Section 2, paragraph 4)
In my case, such considerations led to a decision early in the planning stages
of my research to limit the scope of my study to student practices and
perceptions rather than focusing on faculty and institutional practices as a whole.
As | explain above in the section on positionality, as a relatively new junior
faculty member at the host institution, my initial idea of collecting documentation,
interviews, and observation notes from more senior faculty and staff seemed
fraught with political and ethical pitfalls. | thus decided to focus on student
practices and perception while maintaining the promises of non-exploitive
postcritical ethnography (described above) in order not to abuse the power
imbalance that exists between instructor/researcher and student. One example
of a concrete step | took in this area was to ensure student-participants
understood their freedom to either not participate in the project or to opt out at
any time. Another was to ensure that no student participated in my study during

a period in which their grade was not finalized for a class | (had) taught them in.

A final ethical consideration that has been prominent in my mind throughout this
project is what Tracy (2010) terms “exiting ethics,” which “continue beyond the
data collection phase to how researchers leave the scene and share the results”

and call for a consideration of “how best to present the research to avoid unjust
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or unintended consequences (p. 847). This ethical category relates to the
promises of non-exploitation and against reinscribing power outlined above,
and involves having a clear vision of the audience and purpose of the research
project. In a chapter entitled “The ethics and politics of insider research in
universities,” Trowler (2011) calls upon researchers to ask “whose concerns are
being framed in my research questions and design?” (Chapter 5, section 2,

paragraph 3).

In the case of this study | am keenly aware that my research questions and
design frame largely Western and globalist concerns about technological
practice in higher education, but | nevertheless seek to offer the knowledge
produced by this thesis as a resource to educators in the increasingly

multicultural landscape of Japanese higher education.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has provided background detail about the methodological
approaches and techniques used to complete research for this thesis. | have
attempted to clearly and transparently explain and justify my research design,
and have explored issues of trustworthiness that give credence to the truth
claims made in my thesis. In the next chapter, | move to an overview of the
empirical data that my study draws upon. This is followed by a chapter that

presents my main findings from the data collection phase of this project.
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Chapter Five: Overview of the Empirical Data

In order to illustrate the empirical basis for my research, in this chapter | present
evidence of the raw data on which the main findings of my thesis rest. | show
the data in granular detail while discussing the processes by which | organized
this data to form the findings | present in Chapter Six. More detail about the
development of themes from the data that ultimately formed categories | used
for analysis is provided at the beginning of Chapter Seven, and a graphic and
textual explanation of the thought process for doing this is laid out in Appendix
Eight and Appendix Nine. Here, my purpose is to show the data itself, and to
highlight the processes | used to collect, organize, digitally transcribe, translate,

and make sense of this data for my thesis’ findings.

In the chapter’s first section, | show pictures of the entire narrative frame data
set, and discuss and present several full examples of these narrative frames (in
their original Japanese) that were completed by students. Chapter Six of this
thesis presents translated quotations from student narratives to support my
findings, and Appendix Eleven of this thesis offers all 20 completed narrative
frames in English translation. Here, however, | present portions of the raw data
| collected in order to show what it looked like in its original form, and to discuss
the process by which | digitally transcribed, translated, and made sense of this
data. | also highlight the ways | initially organized information from the narrative

frames with conceptual categories in Nvivo.
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The second section of this chapter turns to my field notes: | explain in more
detail the nature of my participant-observation at the research site, and | clarify
the processes by which | documented what | observed. | offer several passages
verbatim from my field notes to show more detail about this important additional

data source that informed my thesis’ findings.

Finally, | present information about a third source of data: critical incident reports
that | made which constitute more focused observations about specific events
or practices that | observed at the research site and in online spaces connected
to the research site. The completed reports are included in Appendix Ten of this
thesis, but here | offer detail about the focus of the five reports | made, and

discuss my process for creating them.

Narrative Frame Data

The primary source of empirical data for this thesis is twenty narrative frames
completed by twenty different students from the Department of British and
American Studies at the university that constituted the research site for this
thesis. A photograph of this data set is given in the figures below (figures 5.1
and 5.2). To protect participants’ privacy, names and other personal information
such as email addresses (which some students included at the top of the
narrative frames they completed) have been redacted. In one case, a student
included her given name in the body of the narrative she wrote, and this has

also been redacted in Figure 5.2 below, and in Appendix Eleven.
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In Chapter Four, | explained the design of the narrative frame templates | used,
and detailed the process of collecting student narratives. Here, | offer a closer

look at the data itself, and further discuss my processes for transcribing,

translating, and analyzing this data.

Figure 5.1. First and second pages of all completed narrative frames from the first
data set. Student names and other personal information is redacted to maintain
participants’ anonymity.

127



el

Figure 5.2. First and second pages of all completed narrative frames from the second
data set.

These images offer a birds-eye view of the narrative frame data set, but a closer
look is necessary to understand what each narrative looked like after it was
completed by participants. Figures 5.3 and 5.4 below show close-up scans of
the first and second pages of a participant’s completed narrative frame (N3)

from the first data set of ten narratives that | collected. Figures 5.5 and 5.6 show
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the same for a narrative frame (N15) completed in the second round of data

collection.

Figure 5.3. First page of a completed frame narrative (N3) from the first round of data
collection
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Figure 5.4. The second page of a completed narrative frame (N3) from the first round
of data collection.

130



ICT=1E3R#EMT  (video-conferencing, email, SNS, smartphone appli, etc.)

sousams: H9ItA L. B o I BEE FuM et

5

Txypn 3R C0 AT 1235565 £ 9y 261 U F. (27AfF] )

B35, ICTERBLTRA. . BEDYSXA NEERT B3R5, e _A-E/47
179 LINE ¢ 12, , menense U BL K
GHhp LINES(E 10l AME (s (B c% otV A 02 1y

B

Tt

o

BRTCT LT <o B e holfn G 3T L],

( Emﬂ:ongb\b T Teitter £ P PIERETFE SRR T

Begilee BireosU BREO KB e t<, GV twtler (=Rt 1= 63 Ph)p

792 e IR, mamicry 51 v ouRT EHORN o (Sy7F—B) ERUK
. mepense AU 3 an prliv 0t A E1E 7 BATR TR

KNIV T G ersmmUTE oA L TRlar A TR

B3 de FUJgca Aot ZRpNUED LI B
(At /L) R0 UA AW {i N AR A ST a

X oty Brudg. ,ﬁ/cn/nwm}z Xres K a9

EAf0ic AAST CTENELTIS 2=/ —va vt a0k BEA Pl + #1- 1
5 &3 3 BlLivd "/f;@v'x o

( ﬁﬁ/cz or ULAML ) . ICTERIALTEBOIZI 2= —yavid__
}&;%1 7[ fJ ) AR A %’;15‘}7 A B A ) zaFlie 3 o

=783 Do . AVSAYTEHD. ML,

R HEPTT s Youfube , A7299 74

. T3WSATFOUYIE (L Jorhicor k<) L (NME

___ZHMALT ﬁ i LY P35, BEHEWDE

Figure 5.5. The first page of a completed narrative frame (N15) from the second
round of data collection.
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Figure 5.6. The second page of a completed narrative frame (N15) from the second
round of data collection.
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As completed frames such as these were collected, | began transcribing the
paper-based narratives into a digital format. | used a digital version of the
narrative frame template discussed in Chapter Four (and included in Appendix
Five of this thesis) in Microsoft Word to create digital versions of the twenty
completed narratives. In order to distinguish the frame text that | originally wrote
from the text that students added, | turned the frame text blue, and input the
students’ data | transcribed in black. Figure 5.7 below shows one of the twenty
transcriptions | made from the student’s written Japanese to a digital form that

could be analyzed more extensively in Nvivo.

N15-J

FAoEFEERG : BYVELBA. LHAL, BOEBBKBERALTPXVAOIN XELXECHE
FEEETDIOENTY., (27AM))MEICTZFRALTEA, £M, BWMPOTAASME
WETDBES, E : AR—RNT7F32FPTUDLINE ZEVWET, ZEHELVS & 2VWTLOR
A, %M, HEFLINE Z#TUVT, ThEM>THEELEDIONFERED S, WRFEHWRICT ZF
ALT : B<ORBEEDVEVLEZLTVAE, (Twitter) LA L AHETE : Twitter 2 DB
MFBEL, PHOUREBELELE, BLEECATREBIFBDICEERXZL, $FET Twitter R
LTVERMFSTELERBLELE, BENCAD A ORRATIY VF—LBEVE
Ve BEAZVSE (EFRTVSOAL DL SBEVDOT, EFEES LAANBERSIhTS>TR
WAS, ICTZFAL THEPZ Lo AEZHM2E : FERTRVEBVET, KUB<OAL
EXMITEDERDILED. LAL (ICTEERY ITETRBEILCEEMhES R OB
B<BVWEBVWEY, REHISOBXETXLERBLEVTYT, BEXAWICEEETICT ZRA
LTOZa2aZ95—>32950E : BRARTEAGABFREEELTVWHMHMEOAL., FE#C.
ICTZFAALTERBOIZI-Z7—>3 2@  EMEECHES AL PEBEZFEL TV S AENT
SEAZT7—23>ER/UD, AUTATHE, M<, R3AFATE : DL1FRF14P,
YouTube, 1 AR ITTho CODVWSAFAFTOI V%2 :LINEZFALT . KBED T
—TB, BZEHEVS L LINE TRER. BE. XRETEP<HFCED e TETERAL
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L BRATRHEEEPERBBERBRLEVCEN LELSDOTRICTIERISEYEVD
S, ICTZELTHEEOUMEZERTH O : APOEBHERT—OOBLCED. AEDOALZE
BRULR T BD, ALECHBCVHACEBERIRFC : XEFSEVRCETET. BELEWV
EBFXrELPhERVW, LALICTZEBELTERBEZES CE : EOESHFVOBVERS COF T
d. EBRARY A N ETAEERBL THYBEXE DD, FARAFEQOEMET ICT & : RELZ
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ZE2TTEYBEIX P EB<TIAELVDIN, TS53VSORBRRSBZVERS,

Figure 5.7. A screenshot from Microsoft Word of the author’s transcription of a
handwritten student narrative (N15) into digital form.
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Carefully transcribing all twenty narratives into digital form was a long and
tedious process, but it created an excellent opportunity to become intimately

familiar with the data.

As | transcribed the student narratives into digital form, | made highlights and
notes on photocopies of the handwritten narrative frames. | highlighted
passages of text that seemed significant to my research questions, and/or those
that pointed to issues not previously considered. Figures 5.8 and 5.9 show
examples of such highlights and annotations | made on two narrative frames.
In the examples shown, | have added some digital annotations to show readers
not fluent in Japanese what types of things | was highlighting in the texts. These
examples show only the first pages of two narrative frames (N2, and N10), but
they are illustrative of the types of highlights and annotations | made on copies

of all twenty completed Japanese frames that | transcribed.
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Figure 5.8. A scan of a handwritten student narrative (N10) with some of my
highlights and annotations.
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| noted what appeared to be
evidence of a degree of media
literacy in this student’s
justification for looking into

authorship because
“perspectives vary depending
on (factors such as) gender and
nationality.”
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Figure 5.9 A scan of a handwritten student narrative (N2) with some of my highlights
and annotations

After transcribing the student narrative data into digital format, | began my

coding and analysis of these narratives. | intentionally kept the data in its original
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Japanese for as long as possible because | wanted to preserve the indigenous
student perspectives rather than immediately interpreting my own translation of
the data in my organization of my study’s findings. Translation is an art that
always involves degrees of interpretation, and so as much as possible | wanted

my findings to be connected directly to evidence in the raw data.

As | explained in Chapter Four, | used an open coding technique to highlight
“rich points”—areas of interest in the data that constituted repetitive themes that
seemed to relate to my research questions. This was an iterative process that
alternated between analogue and digital analysis work. For example, after
reading though all twenty of the narrative frames and highlighting significant
passages of text, | imported the Japanese narrative data | had transcribed into
NVivo. There | read the texts carefully again and assigned codes to passages
of text in correspondence with emergent themes related to my research
questions. Figure 5.10 below is a screenshot from Nvivo that shows five
conceptual categories | initially made to organize the data and a variety of codes

within these categories that correspond to passages of (Japanese) text.
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m Create Data Analyze Query Explore Layout View
(S = =
Text: | M X | E k
item Clipboard Format Paragraph Styles Editing
B SOURCES Name ~ Sources  Refere.. Created On Created By
» [ g Internals v () C1ICT Interaction Practices 20 92 8/2/15, 10:09 AM PFH
o Externals @ College ICT transition 20 22 5/20/15, 8:33 AM PFH
2 Memos ( Communicating in groups 4 5 5/20/15, 8:31 AM PFH
NODES () Comparing tools 8 11 5/20/15, 8:39 AM PFH
ﬁm_ O Specific tools 20 51 5/20/15,8:37 AM PFH
« Node Matrices v () C2 Student perceptions of foreign language digi media literacy practices 20 114 8/2/15, 10:09 AM PFH
@ CLASSIFICATIONS  Ease of use 8 11 5/20/15, 8:33 AM PFH
# COLLECTIONS © Enthusiasm for ICT's Potential 14 19 5/21/15,9:15 AM PFH
v( . Sets () Fear of malicious people online 1 13 5/20/15, 8:35 AM PFH
( Finding 1 () Language and Tool relationship 10 17 6/5/15,5:02 PM PFH
() Untitled () Language use 5 5 5/23/15, 2:47 PM PFH
& Memo Links ( Protecting personal info with an alias 13 14 5/20/15, 8:36 AM PFH
4 Annotations () Trust - Distrust of online materials 10 15 5/20/15, 8:46 AM PFH
O] QUERIES © value of sharing 14 20 5/21/15,9:12 AM PFH
11 Queries v () C3 Formation of Symbolic Competence 20 37 8/2/15,10:10 AM PFH
q Results ( Form as Meaning 6 7 8/13/15,11:14 AM PFH
( Media awareness 8 8 5/23/15, 3:08 PM PFH
() Media Awareness - No 13 13 8/18/15, 4:47 PM PFH
() Media Awareness - YES 7 7 8/18/15, 4:48 PM PFH
v () C4 Pedagogical Affordances 12 20 8/2/15,10:11 AM PFH
() Educational use 1 13 5/23/15,3:13 PM PFH
() Foreign media 3 3 5/23/15, 3:06 PM PFH
v () C5 Construction and Performance of Complex Transnational ID 20 60 8/2/15,10:11 AM PFH
O Interacting with Foreigners 15 24 5/21/15,9:19 AM PFH
© Nickname 15 15 8/18/15, 11:26 AM PFH
@ Place 7 12 5/20/15, 8:40 AM PFH
() Real Name 5 5 8/18/15, 11:27 AM PFH
(O Reservations 3 3 8/20/15,1:12 PM PFH

Figure 5.10 Screenshot from Nvivo, where data from narrative frames was coded

The coding of passages from the student narratives shown above that | did in
Nvivo was part of a winnowing process that broke down the raw data | collected
into manageable chunks that | could relate back to my research questions. As
will be visible in Chapter Six, quotes from participant narratives served a
significant role in uncovering unsuspected themes (rich points) and also in
leading to findings that directly related to my research questions. The digital
tagging of passages of participants’ narrative text that | did in Nvivo thus served

as a basis for this organization of my findings data, and for further analysis.

When combined with my field note and critical incident report observations,

these data are what ultimately led to the findings | present in Chapter Six.
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By carefully reading, rereading, highlighting, annotating, and coding the
narrative frame data, | was able to develop a broad understanding of student
practices and perceptions related to ICT in their everyday lives. This allowed
me to answer my four research questions, and further, to identify some of the
themes and subthemes that inform the conceptual framework for the analysis |
present in Chapter Seven. An illustration of this framework is presented in

Appendix Nine of this thesis.

Field Notes

As | explained in Chapter Four, field notes from my participant-observation as
an insider at the research site were either made in a research notebook and
later transferred to digital form, or were input directly into a digital document in
a word processing software program called Scrivener. My notes spanned the
entire research period, from the time | began formulating research questions
to my data collection phase, and through to the final write-up of my thesis. The
notes covered many topics and varied in length: some were based on very
brief observations of student behaviors and practices in physical campus
spaces; other field notes were jotted down as | learned more about the host
institution through reading digital and paper documents; other notes were
made after interactions in virtual spaces such as LINE groups that | was a part
of with students; finally, a significant portion of my notes were attempts to
relate what | observed and experienced at the research site to theories and
concepts | was encountering in the literature | was reading and processing at

the same time.
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Some portions of what | observed in my field notes made it into the body of
this thesis in some form or another. For example, relevant information that |
noted from readings about the institution is included in Chapter Two: The
Research Site in its Cultural-historical Context. Also, some of my
methodological and theoretical (ontological) decisions were informed by field
notes | wrote which reflected upon the relevance of readings on social practice
theory to what | was observing at the research site. Finally, my observations
about students’ behaviors in physical spaces and in virtual LINE groups were

a significant foundation for the analysis | provide in Chapter Seven.

To illustrate the value of my field notes to this thesis, below | share some
passages from these in the aforementioned areas: notes related to the
physical and virtual spaces inhabited by students, notes related to student
practices in these spaces, and notes related to connections between
theoretical constructs of “practice” and my own cross-cultural observations at

the research site.

The campus and built environment.
The campus is set within what might be called a semi-urban area. Much of
the inhabited southeast coast of Kanto (island) could be described this way
though, so this is a distinction that lacks des