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Abstract. In recent literature, there has been much discussion about student use
of digital technology for academic and learning purposes undertaken in most
developed countries. However, most of the empirical literature has ignored
developing countries like Peru. This paper reports on research into how first-
year university students communicate, their general study habits, and how
digital technologies are used to support academic activities. A quantitative
approach using a descriptive design is proposed for this study. A convenience
sample of 201 students from a variety of backgrounds (cultural, social and
economic) participated in the study. The findings evidence that learners’
technology use in this university is considerably more constrained than “Net
generation” discourse suggest. Participants are not making good uses of digital
technologies that “work best” for them taking in consideration they were
enrolled in online instructional modality. Further investigations are
recommended to find out the reasons behind these findings.
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1 Introduction

The digital age has a significant influence on the ways educational institutes and
higher education establishments function [1]. However, what distinguishes the digital
age from all previous ages is that the pace of technology advancements speeds up [2].
The increase in the use of digital technologies has had a significant impact on society
and is leading to massive changes in the way we live, work, think, learn,
communicate and relate to each other [2], [3]. Digital technology refers to a wide
range of technologies which store and transmit information in digital form and could
be hardware-based or software-based [4, 5]. Digital technologies are integral to the
future of higher education settings in all developed countries [6, 7].

In most developed countries, technology has penetrated every classroom [8] and it
is embedded into university students’ lives [9], [10]. Learners who have grown up
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grown up with technology are coming to our educational institutions with a range of
digital skills and achievements using a variety of digital tools [11]. They are generally
inclined to use and to have favorable attitudes toward technology [10]. Most recently,
the popularization of social media (e.g. YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, and Edmodo)
[12], [13] and mobile messaging applications (e.g. Kik, Snapchat, and WhatsApp)
[14] have changed this landscape even further [12], [14] and have attracted millions
of users, especially college students [11]. On average, undergraduate students
continually update features and spend more over 6 hours per week using social media
sites, primarily through their mobile devices (e.g. smartphone) [13], [15]. However,
the same cannot be said for many developing countries like Peru which have limited
access to digital technologies and restricted opportunities for their use [11].

In recent literature, there has been much discussion about student use of digital
technology for academic and learning purposes undertaken in most developed
countries: e.g. in Australia [6, 7, 16], Canada [17-19], China [20], Germany [21],
Spain [22, 23], Sweden [24], Switzerland [25, 26], United Kingdom [27, 28], United
States [29] and others. However, most of the empirical literature has ignored
developing countries like Peru. There is a lack of research in Peruvian universities on
the relationship between the use of digital technologies and how students currently
use them to learn, work, create and engage in a society which is shaped by them [11,
30, 31].

Peru, a multi-racial, multi-linguistic, multi-cultural and multi-ethnic country is a
developing country located in South America; with a population today of more than
31 million, of which more than 60% is mestizo [32]; and, only 28% of Peruvian
households had an Internet connection [33]. In Peru, the percentage of the population
aged 15 years and older enroll in higher education is currently 19.7%, according to
the National Household Survey 2017 [32], which is below the average in the Latin
American region, where the gross enrolment ratio in higher education is 41%;
nevertheless, there are serious concerns about the quality and performance of these
institutions [34].

In 2014, the Peruvian government approved the new University Law N° 30220
[35] to begin a process of reform of quality assurance for higher education and to
implement significant changes in the policy structure. This government initiative is in
line with other countries in the region (e.g. Chile and Colombia) that carried out
procedures directed towards to assess and improve their higher education institution's
standards [36].

Peru maintains 21.7% of poverty and 3.8% % of extreme poverty; meanwhile
Junin - where this study was conducted - poverty fluctuates between 23% and 26.2%
and extreme poverty fluctuates between 4.7% y 6.5% [37]. Junin is a region located in
the central highlands of Peru, and his capital is Huancayo at 3,271 metres above sea
level, that belongs to the Quechua region where official languages are Spanish and
Quechua.

With these issues in mind, this paper sheds new light on what and how, learners
possess, use and learn with technology. Thus, this paper reports on research into how
first-year university students communicate, their general study habits, and how digital
technologies are used to support academic activities.



2 Methodology

This research takes place within an international research project, “Digital Learners in
Higher Education” (http://digitallearners.ca) that is investigating how postsecondary
learners in different institutional contexts and cultures think about digital technologies
and how they use them in their social and educational lives. A quantitative approach
using a descriptive design is proposed for this study [38] to become more familiar
with phenomena and to gain new insight [39].

Data collection took place in a private university located at Huancayo city in the
Mantaro Valley of Junin Region, in the central Andes of Peru. The university offers
both face-to-face learning and an internet-based learning system. The inclusion
criteria included: (a) Peruvian students enrolled in online instructional modality, (b)
being aware of time and place, (c) willingness to participate in research, and (d) being
Spanish-speaking respondents. A convenience sample of 201 students participated in
the study. Students come from a variety of backgrounds (cultural, social and
economic) within Peru.

The “Survey of Student Communication & Study Habits”, developed by Bullen
and colleagues [40] in Canada, was used as the data collection method. The online
questionnaire uses a four point Likert scale with options ranging with 74 items. The
survey instrument included demographic information; how and where first-year
students communicates with peers and professors; and, their study habits.

For use in a new country, language and culture, the questionnaire was adapted and
translated to Spanish by experts from the “Universitat Oberta de Catalunya” (UOC), a
Spanish open online university [22]. The terminology of this Spanish version was
adapted to the Peruvian context, by some professors and proofreaders of the “Oficina
de Virtualizacion de Contenidos” who gave their expert advice in respect of the
pragmatic language level and the appropriateness of the questionnaire. The process of
adapting this survey considers (a) the appropriateness of each item of the original
instrument in terms to represent such concepts in the Peruvian target population; and,
(b) the semantic, linguistic, and contextual equivalence between the original and the
translated items [41, 42]. For example, in Spain, cellphone is translated as
“teléfono movil”, but in Peru (also in all Latin America) is translated as “celular”.

The questionnaire was self-administered and lasted an average of 30 minutes. The
data were processed using the software IBM SPSS Statistics, version 25. The
Cronbach’s alpha reliability values for the items was .943, indicating a high level of
reliability.

2.1 Ethical Considerations

Permission to reproduce and use the research instrument was granted from the
authors. Information about the research question, aim and the benefits of the study
was included in the information letter. The completion of the questionnaire was
considered as informed consent. Prior to taking the survey, the students were told that
their responses were anonymous and they were kept in a safe place where only the
main researcher and authors had access.



3 Findings and Discussions

Students' ages ranged from 17 to 59 (mean of 29.36 and standard deviation of 10.09)
and 58.2% were males. Respondents were all first-year students of the Faculty of
Engineering (43.3%), Faculty of Health Sciences (6.5%), Faculty of Law (9%),
Faculty of Business Sciences (36.8%) and Faculty of Humanities (4.5%).

Students were asked to indicate their views about what they do when they have a
doubt about their courses’ content (Table 1). According to their responses, students
prefer not to talk to a professor (76%) and classmates (75%). Most of them are
reluctant to talk to a tutor, coordinator (67%), work colleague (81%) and others
students not in the program (84%). Over half (57%) of the students prefer search
online. The majority (79%) of them try to address it on their own. Consistent with
previous studies [11], [43]; these findings suggest that participants were likely to use
of informal help sources (search online and try to address it by themselves). However,
they did not prefer formal resources (professor, tutor and coordinator). It is unclear
why they are not seeking help from formal channels, but institutions, institutional
leaders and policy makers need to acknowledge that learners are using informal help-
seeking options more than institutional channels [11], [43].

Table 1. What students do when they have a question course’s content.

Preferences N S 0 A M SD
a. Talk to a professor 24% 52% 19% 5% 2.06  0.804
b. Talk to a classmate 42% 33% 18% 6% 1.90 0.924

c. Talk to a tutor, coordinator, etc.  26% 41% 25% 7% 2.13 0.893

fﬁJSﬁg;faﬁfhers studentsnotin — g5eo0 2895 1296 4% 165  0.848
e. Talk to another person (e.g. 0 0 0 0
family, friends, etc.) 17% 38% 32% 13% 240 0.923
f. Search online 5% 38% 35% 22% 274  0.856
g. Talk to a work colleague 44% 37% 13% 5% 1.80 0.872
h. Try to address it on my own 0 0 0 0

(e.g. read the course material) 2% 19% 46% 33% 309 0.772

Note. Scale: N=Never, S=Seldom. O=0Often, A=Always, M=Mean, SD= Standard deviation

Students were asked to indicate how often students use digital technologies (e.g. e-
mail, SMS or instant messaging, social networks, videoconferencing using Skype and
Moodle) to communicate with classmates and professors about courses. The majority
of students do not preferred face-to-face discussions with classmates (72%) and
professors (72%). This finding is in contrast to previous studies [11], [44], which
found face-to-face was faster and more effective channel of communicating with
professors for course-related matters than using digital technologies. To communicate
with their professors and classmates, most of students do not preferred e-mail
(institutional and personal), instant messages, text message, social networks and
videoconfering systems (Table 2).

These respondents are not using a variety of technologies and this result contradicts
the “Net generation” discourse [45] who have been characterized as being confident,



familiar with and comfortable using technology [46]. Most students come to the
university with few digital skills and the majority of them do not have sufficient
levels of competence across a wide range of devices and applications. Generally
speaking, digital competence consists of the skills and practices that people should
have to use and apply digital technologies in a meaningful way for learning, working
and leisure time in a knowledge society [47]. Most Peruvians students do not develop
sufficient digital competence during upper secondary school and are not able to take
care of their own learning activities with technology. It seems that both home
environment, school and individual preferences seem to play an important role on
digital competence [47, 48].

Besides, these learners did not use the advantages that that mobile devices allow;
especially in relation to relationships (peers, classmates, family, relatives). In recent
years, smartphones represent an important part of students’ life, but these students are
not taking full advantage to get in touch with their classmates and professors;
especially if they are taking online classes. They could stay connected with them
through different numerous smartphone applications that generally offer fast and cost-
effective communication [49]. These results highlight that students have access to a
few digital tools and are not open to using digital technology for academic learning
and achievement.

Table 2. Student communication preferences with classmates and professors.

Preferences Type N S (0] A M SD
a. Institutional e-mail Classmates 15% 42% 26% 17% 230 1.205
account Professors 12% 32% 36% 20% 253 1.175
b.Personal e-mail ~ Classmates ~ 30% 33% 25% 11% 187 1.383
gcr%c:ijlr;t (e.g. Hotmail, Professors 44% 30% 17% 8% 145 1.410

c. Instant messaging Classmates 23% 29% 21% 26% 2.27 1.463
(e.9. MSN, WhatsApp)  Professors 62% 24% 6% 7% 097 1.336

d. Text message via Classmates 37% 33% 18% 11% 166 1.417
cellphones Professors 66% 22% 8% 4%  0.85 1.241
e. Social networks Classmates  58% 27% 10% 5%  1.03 1.305

(LinkedIn, Facebook,
Twitter)

f.Videoconferencing  cjassmates  35%  35%  18%  12% 172  1.408
systems (e.g. Skype,

Hangouts) Professors 62% 23% 9% 5% 0.96 1.309
Classmates 29% 36% 21% 14% 192 1.394
Professors 58% 25% 10% 7% 1.07 1.364
Classmates 31% 41% 23% 5% 1.72 1.270
Professors 42%  30% 19% 8% 151 1.404
i. Moodle (forum, wiki, —Classmates 12% 38% 32% 18% 244 1.152
chat) Professors 15% 29% 36% 20% 247 1.249
Note. Scale: N=Never, S=Seldom. O=0ften, A=Always, M=Mean, SD= Standard deviation

Professors 1% 22% 4% 3% 0.69 1.133

g. Talking via phone

h. Talking in person




Regarding the students’ study habits (Table 3), 66% of students prefer to work on
assignments on their own when doing homework and assignments; 66% prefer to
learn by themselves; and, 67% prefer not study with friends. This finding is in
contrast to the prevailing “Net generation” discourse [38], which suggests learners are
characterized as confident and team-oriented [50]. Besides, 52% of participants are
not doing several different tasks at the same time. This result contradicts the
prevailing “Net generation” discourse [45], which suggests today’s higher education
students are not only multitasking (being engaged in several tasks simultaneously).
Students (78%) prefer clear instructions before trying something new. Consistent with
other studies [7], [51], learners need detailed instructions or guidelines with specific
goals, tasks, deadlines, and guidelines in order to achieve expected learning outcomes.

Table 3. Student’s study habits.

Preferences N S 0 A M SD
a. Work on my own 8% 26% 32% 34% 292 0.956
b. With friends 25% 42% 26% 7% 2.15 0.876
c. Learn for myself 8% 28% 34% 30% 2.86 0.938
d. Get clear instructions 4% 18% 35% 43% 3.16 0.865

e. Used to doing several different tasks ~ 17% 35% 28% 19% 250 0.991
Note. Scale: N=Never, S=Seldom. O=Often, A=Always, M=Mean, SD= Standard deviation

5 Conclusions

The students do not fit in the digital generation profile. The findings evidence that
learners’ technology use in this university is considerably more constrained than “Net
generation” discourse suggest. Most digital technologies are not an integral part of
their students’ lifestyles in higher education and their use for academic purposes is
limited. In this study, participants are not making good uses of digital technologies
that “work best” for them taking in consideration they were enrolled in online
instructional modality. Further investigations are recommended to find out the reasons
behind these findings and to systematize knowledge about how to understand learner's
digital competence. The authors suggest that it is important to identify the important
role that this institution have to play in assisting learners in appropriating and making
effective use of digital technologies. This could be a way of addressing the impact of
the digital age on teaching and learning.

This study outlines the validation and cultural adaptation of the “Survey of Student
Communication & Study Habits” to the Peruvian context. To our knowledge, this is
the first study that attempted to assess the validity and reliability of this survey in the
Peruvian context. This version of the survey has good internal consistency. The
practical implication of this study shows that in cross-cultural studies, the use of



instruments that are merely translated does not to ensure consistent, reliable and
accurate results [41].

One of the limitations of this study is the convenience sampling method that limits
the generalizability of the findings. This study only investigated a small sample from
one university in one region of Peru. The data were collected in Junin (Peru), and thus
the generalizability of the findings to other international contexts warrants further
assessment. Future studies should consider using a more geographically diverse
samples. Nonetheless, this is an initial exploration of university students’
communication and their study habits, and the selected sample and instruments used
are helpful in achieving this research goal.

This paper has sought to contribute to a growing body of literature of research
studies in to date in Latin America and the findings highlight differences between
Peruvian university students in our sample (Junin) and previous studies from
developed countries. These findings give a picture of the study habits and the use of
digital technology among Peruvian university learners, and what are the implications
of their use for Higher Education, but further studies should include informants with
more diverse backgrounds in Peruvian universities.
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