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The study attempts to prove, or disprove, the 
hypothesis that English Internet usage is an 
indicator of English progress among freshman 
at a Japanese university. The background to 
this question is the notion that students, who 
independently use the English domain of the 
Internet are highly motivated and gain fluency 
practice. However, it was not clear how many, if 
any, of the students would be using the English 
domain of the Internet. The evidence suggests 
that an unexpectedly high number of students 
are using the English Internet and they are, in 
simple mean terms, making significantly more 
progress than students who do not. Moreover, 
with the removal of the masking effect of the 
entertainment variable, the English domain 
students' mean average progress is double that 
of the full cohort.

Introduction

The Internet is reaching the significance of a 
social utility (Carr, 2005). Whilst, there are 
many linguistic domains and cultural sub-
domains, English plays a very broad role 
in the Internet eco-system (Crystal, 2001). 
Hence, there is an opportunity for many 
people around the world to use English. The 
recent and rapid introduction of Computer 
Mediated Communication (CMC) makes the 
opportunities more user-friendly, interest-
ing and desirable. The fundamental ques-
tion posed in this study is do Japanese uni-
versity students use the English Internet? If 
so, what effect does it have on their English 
proficiency? The study took place within 
one university in Japan with a cross-section 
of freshmen students. It makes use of quan-
titative survey and English test score data. 
The primary concern of the study was to 
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prove or disprove the hypothesis that English Internet usage is an indicator of English 
progress.

The working assumption behind the formulation of the hypothesis was that students 
who use the English Internet would progress at a faster rate than those who do not. 
Moreover, viewed from a different perspective, evidence of progress among English Internet 
users would suggest a real and compelling use of the English domain of the Internet, and 
may be evidence of a wider societal trend. It may also provide evidence of the shift in lin-
guistic patterns in a globalised world.

According to Benson (1991) Japanese university freshman students have little exposure 
to English and tend to be drawn to English, if at all, for personal, integrative reasons rather 
than instrumental ones. Arguably, little has changed. Ryan (2009) suggests that English 
study in Japan tends to fall between learning English to pass formulaic written university 
entrance examinations and learning English because the person likes it. This lack of com-
municative function and career need is in contrast to a societal perspective that according 
to Honna and Takeshita (2005) recognises the need for far higher levels of English profi-
ciency. Indeed, Ryan (2009) points out that the overarching political narrative of English 
for internationalisation contrasts with the reality of English grammar and vocabulary, the 
tools, to enter a top university. Nonetheless, this said, there are areas in which Japan is try-
ing to improve the nation's English communicative level. In an effort to improve the situa-
tion, thirteen Japanese universities have been chosen to pilot an attempt, known as G30, to 
internationalise their institutions. Furthermore, Rakuten, a major Japanese company, now 
requires all executives to speak English (Mori, 2011).

During my review of the literature, I could find no reference to Internet usage as an 
indicator of English proficiency or progress. Indeed the keywords progress and proficiency 
in tandem, yielded surprisingly few results. However, that said, it would appear indicators 
of progress are an important topic in educational research. For example, Collier (1987) 
looked at age as an indicator of rates of progress, noting that there are no short cuts to 
success. In particular, she looked at English students with limited proficiency and how 
long it took for them to become proficient. Collier found that students entering the US 
educational system did better academically, if they entered at a younger age. Beekhoven, De 
Jong & Van Hout (2003) analysed the impact of different courses on progress. They found 
that courses that are composed of more women did better than those in courses with a 
high density of men. They also found that an increase in study hours led to an increase in 
progress. Seltzer, Choi & Thum (2003) were interested in the initial status or proficiency 
level of students and their speed of progress. They made use of a growth modelling meth-
odology and longitudinal study of American youth sample data. Ross (2005) claimed that 
assessment method impacted upon proficiency progress. He found formative assessment 
proved more beneficial than summative assessment, concluding that there were indeed skill 
specific effects on proficiency progress. In terms of Internet usage for EFL study, Singhal 
(1997) discussed the benefits of Internet based EFL study, more specifically, Hoshi (2002) 
undertook a study that looked at how Japanese students were using the Internet for EFL 
self-study. Shin (2007) stating the limited research available, looked at how EFL teachers 
were using the Internet in South Korea. That said, undoubtedly there has been a wealth of 
research undertaken over the past 15 years. For example, Blake (2008), Boellstorff (2008), 
Crystal (2001), Chinnery (2006), Levy & Stockwell (2006), Peterson (2001), Sharma (2010), 
Schwienhorst (2003), and Warschauer (2004) provide a variety of perspectives on the broad 
area of the Internet and its application to EFL study. However, much like with Shin's (2007) 
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parameters, during my search of the literature with regards to my specific parameters, no 
correlation between Internet usage and English progress was found.

Historically, there has been little interest among EFL teachers in incorporating com-
puters into EFL pedagogy (Olsen, 1980).  However, that said, the societal paradigm has 
shifted once again with the introduction of mobile and communication driven technolo-
gies. Whereas in the 1980s and 1990s the emphasis in CALL was on how computers could 
be used to help people study English, in recent years, technology has been shifting the pat-
terns of human communicative interaction on a worldwide scale. An increasing number 
of people require English to operate within the Internet environment. Crystal (2001) notes 
that the discussion on the Internet has shifted from technology to people, new forms of 
social interaction and purpose. It would appear language and communication have become 
central to this discussion.

Japan is at the forefront of consumer CMC technological innovation. According to 
Internet World Stats (2011), 78% of Japanese speakers are using the Internet. In particular, 
Japanese consumers have taken to mobile Internet enabled devices. According to Chinnery 
(2006) mobile smart-phone usage is near universal among Japanese college age students. In 
fact, Thornton and Houser (2005) found that during their survey of 333 Japanese university 
students, 100% reported owning a mobile phone. Furthermore, this social penetration of 
the Internet in Japan, combined with Japan's technological prowess and financial muscle, 
have meant this market is well catered to in the Japanese language; they simply do not 
need to use English.  

However, we now live in an age of computer mediated communication, which may lead 
to change at the individual level. CMC has been made possible through the creation of soft-
ware such as chat, e-mail and conferencing technologies. Blake (2008) makes a distinction 
between first and second-generation CMC tools. For example, e-mail and mailing lists are 
asynchronous first generation. The second-generation asynchronous tools include blogs 
and wikis. Synchronous CMC has shifted from typed chat to voice and video chat tools. 
Teachers have used these tools to create task-based activities. According to Warschauer 
(2004) this relates to the third stage of CALL development with the principle objective of 
<I>Agency. <I> Essentially, <I>agency<I> relates to using English and CALL to have a real 
impact on people's lives.

Against this backdrop, it was not assumed that Japanese students would be using the 
English domain of the Internet, but if they were, then it was suspected that such English 
Internet usage might have an effect on English progress.

Method

The hypothesis of this research lent itself to a focus on gathering quantitative data through 
a multi-method approach. This data gathering took the form of quantitative questionnaire 
survey data and quantitative student test result data. Firstly, a qualitative, open question, 
survey was used with a small group of student subjects, to assess the quality and likely 
performance of the main quantitative questionnaire survey. Secondly, student subjects 
were invited to provide additional qualitative data in a comment section at the end of the 
main questionnaire survey. However, the main thrust was quantitative. The questionnaire 
survey was designed to discover the extent of English domain Internet usage among the 
students and quantify that data. The student test data is useful for providing a statistical 
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measure of student English proficiency and progress. The two sets of quantified data were 
then analysed for strength of correlation.

Data collection

The research took place at a small private Japanese university on the outskirts of Tokyo. An 
opportunity sample of 320 subjects was selected from the first year population. The first 
years were selected as they are independently (of the teacher) pretested and post-tested 
with a norm referenced test.

It appeared most sensible to survey all of the students present, on any given day, in one 
sitting per a given class. If a random sample from each class had been selected, there may 
have been side effects such as the Hawthorne effect (Brown, 2008).

Three departments were selected from the six departments at the University on the basis 
of opportunity and environmental similarity; Euro-American Cultural Studies, Economics 
& Political Science, and Local Community Policy Studies. The survey subjects in addition 
to coming from selected departments were also selected from the 645 registered students 
who had taken the Secondary Level English Proficiency (SLEP) pre-test. The final analysis 
only considered the students who had taken the pre-test, were available for the survey sit-
ting, filled out the survey correctly and attended the post-test. Hence, the original sample 
of 320 subjects dropped to a much smaller working cohort of 121 subjects.

Ethics

The data collection raised a number of ethical questions and in keeping with social research 
standards, certain ethical procedures were needed to be followed. In terms of consent, 
the permission of the Director of the English Programme was obtained and the students 
were informed in both English and Japanese that the questionnaire survey was voluntary. 
Due to the need to link the survey data and the proficiency data, the research could not 
offer the students anonymity. Whilst this may not have an effect on the reliability of the 
data collected (Pearlin, 1961), it does raise concerns with regards to student confidentiality 
(Miller, 1971).

Survey design

The survey was encoded with a visible respondent identification code (Dickson et al., 1977; 
Grube, Morgan, & Kearney, 1989), providing a measure of anonymity should the respondent 
sheet be misplaced. The questionnaire employed several standard techniques and question 
types. Predominantly yes/no, but also categories, and Likert scale, questions were used. All 
of the questions were closed questions, although room was left on the back of the answer 
sheet for respondent comments.

Reliability

Dörnyei (2010) states that to ensure reliability, the survey should be internally consistent 
and that this is achieved using multi-item questions and a high Cronbach Alpha coefficient 
during item analysis. This research mainly uses single-item questions. In defence, the ques-
tionnaire questions mainly refer to habitual behaviour rather than subjective opinions or 



355

Byrne: English Internet usage to indicate EFL progress

extracting emotional responses. Hence, the researcher believes that subjectivity may not be 
a large issue. The survey is primarily asking about the subjects' personal habits and thus 
the only knowledge that is required is whether they do or do not do something. However, 
given the generality of many of the questions, examples of what was meant to be conveyed 
were provided. The researcher does not believe that the questions are leading, presump-
tive or hypothetical. Cultural sensitivity could have been an issue, consequently a Japanese 
colleague was asked to review the questions and the pilot respondents were surveyed for 
their views in this respect.

Measuring progress

For this research and indeed the working definition at the University that the research 
was undertaken within, proficiency is defined as a numerical score on a SLEP test. Thus the 
proficiency progress has been defined for this research as an increase in score on the SLEP 
test over a ten-month period.

The Secondary Level English Proficiency (SLEP) test is an American test designed for ESL 
students within the American secondary school system. The test was designed as a norm ref-
erenced, high school version of the TOEFL test, that measures ability to understand written 
and spoken English (Foster, 1987). Consequently, it is not fully appropriate to the Japanese 
university context. However, there are compelling reasons for the University to use this test. 
For example, cost, access to data, flexible independent scheduling and the ability to measure 
TOEFL equivalence. The SLEP test is a product of the Educational Testing Service (ETS). ETS 
also provides the TOEFL test and consequently provides a relatively reliable approximation 
scale for translating SLEP scores into equivalent TOEFL scores. Since the SLEP test is sig-
nificantly easier than the TOEFL test and the students are primarily at an elementary level, 
there is a strong argument that the SLEP is more appropriate than the TOEFL.

Findings

Utilising the outlined methodology, the findings provide quantitative survey and SLEP test 
proficiency data that allow for discussion on the hypothesis as to whether English Internet 
usage is an indicator of progress.

Survey data

In this section we outline the findings of the survey. The first two sections profile the sub-
jects in terms of social background and technological capability. The third section focuses 
on findings relevant to the hypothesis.

Background information

The cohort is of first year university students from one university in the Kanto area of Japan. 
The cohort was to a large degree an opportunity sample. The sample size was 121 subjects. 
In terms of gender the survey was heavily weighted with male respondents. Approximately 
80% of the cohort were male. This gender in-balance is a reflection of the gender in-bal-
ance within two of the departments surveyed, Economics & Political Science, and Local 
Community Policy Studies. Unfortunately this heavy male weighting means that the study 
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does lack gender balance. This fact will have implications for generalising the results to 
the broader society. Almost 91% of subjects surveyed were aged 18-19 years old. A further 
97.5% indicated that Japanese was their first language. This cohort consisted of students 
from nine compulsory proficiency levelled classes in three departments. The nine classes 
include three A, B and C/D level classes. There is little distinction between the C and D level 
classes in terms of proficiency.

Table 1: Cohort's defining features

L1 Japanese 18–19 years old Male

97.50% 91.00% 80.00%

General internet and CMC usage

There was an overwhelmingly positive response to Japanese domain Internet usage. Over 
99% of respondents use the Japanese domain Internet. In fact only 1 respondent from a 
cohort of 121 stated that they do not use the Japanese domain Internet. Furthermore, the fre-
quency of usage was also highlighted as very strong. Over 90% of subjects use the Japanese 
domain Internet at least once a week. Almost 53% of the subjects use the Japanese domain 
Internet everyday. Finally, it would seem the students have a need for and access to the 
Japanese domain Internet as the duration of usage was also highlighted as a strong factor. 
The Internet sessions of 55% of subjects were at least one hour in duration.

Table 2: Cohort's Japanese domain internet usage

Use Japanese Internet Use at least once a week Use for an hour +

99.00% 90.00% 55.00%

Given the usage findings, it was not surprising to find that 88% of those surveyed agreed 
with the statement that the Japanese Internet was an important part of their life. Indeed, 
50% strongly agreed with this statement. Moreover, when questioned on how they use the 
Internet, 90% of the respondents used the Japanese Internet for their university studies, 
such as research for assignments and presentations. In a similar result, 90% stated they 
used the Internet for entertainment, such as listening to music or watching movies. Further 
still, 90% suggested they used the Japanese Internet for daily life activities such as checking 
the weather, sports results, and train schedules. Yet, in contrast, only 34% stated that they 
used the Internet to receive the daily Japanese news and 55% used the Internet in work 
related ways, such as job-hunting.

In terms of Japanese CMC, over 87% use e-mail, the most popular CMC tool available. 
A further 61% participate in social networking, such as Mixi or Facebook and 42% use a 
messenger service such as Skype or Yahoo messenger.

Table 3: Cohort's Japanese domain CMC usage

E-mail Social Networking Messenger Service

87.00% 61.00% 42.00%
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English internet and CMC usage

The responses can be broken down into three further sub-sections. Essentially, do the stu-
dents use the English domain of the Internet and how often? Is the English domain impor-
tant to their life and how do they use it? What kind, if any, of English domain CMC are 
they using?

There was a relatively positive response to English domain Internet usage. Approximately 
14% of the cohort claim to use the English Internet. However, an overwhelming 86% stated 
that they did not use the English domain of the Internet. Furthermore, the frequency of 
usage, among English domain users, was relatively strong. About 71% of English domain 
users, use the English domain Internet at least once a week and 35% of English domain 
users suggest that they use the English Internet everyday. Again, duration of usage was 
highlighted as relatively strong. The English domain Internet sessions of approximately 
43% of English domain users last over an hour and a further 43% of English domain users 
last more than 30 minutes.

Table 4: Cohort's English domain internet usage

Use English Internet Use Once A Week + Use For An Hour +

14.00% 10.00% 6.00%

Interestingly, approximately 14% of the cohort agreed with the statement that the English 
Internet was important to their life. This included 10 of the 17 subjects who claimed to use 
the English domain. Furthermore, almost 5% strongly agreed that the English domain of 
the Internet was important to their life. Almost 11% used the English Internet for their 
university studies. Approximately 14% use the English Internet in their daily life and 28% 
use the English Internet for entertainment. The latter result will require reflection as twice 
as many people claim to use the English domain Internet for entertainment as claimed to 
use the English Internet at all. Probably unsurprisingly given the age of the cohort only 
about 2.5% use the English Internet for work-related activities. Finally, 21% of likely English 
domain users get the news online in English, a result that seems to mirror the poorness 
of the Japanese domain result.

In terms of English domain CMC, over 46% of users participate in English social network-
ing, about 35% use English with e-mail, and almost 42% use an English messenger service 
such as Skype or Yahoo Messenger.

Table 5: Cohort's English domain CMC usage

E-mail Social Networking Messenger Service

5.00% 6.50% 6.00%
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Progress data

In this section, we outline the findings of the pre-test and post-test SLEP data with refer-
ence to progress.

Firstly, the scores have been translated from the SLEP scaled scores to the TOEFL paper 
test scores based on a chart provided by Educational Testing Service (ETS, 2008). ETS is 
the creator and provider of both SLEP and TOEFL tests. This was undertaken to attempt to 
make the data more understandable and meaningful to the majority of potential readers.

In order to understand the data, when transferring the SLEP scores to TOEFL scores we 
find that the lowest score possible in TOEFL terms is 200 points. During the pre-test phase, 
the lowest score was 200 points using the TOEFL scale. During the post-test phase, the low-
est score was 205 points on the TOEFL scale. In terms of the highest score during the pre-
test phase, the highest score was 380 points, whilst this increased to a high of 450 points 
during the post-test phase. Indeed, 12 students bested the pre-score high with scores in the 
range of 390-450 points.

Furthermore, according to ETS (2008), score progress in the range of -20 to +20 points 
are not a reliable measure of improvement or decline. Consequently, 67 subjects made no 
recognisable decline or gain with their scores falling in the ±20 point range.

That said, there was significant progress to report. Overall, 47 subjects improved sig-
nificantly, between 25 and 170 points. Furthermore, seven subjects fell significantly by 25 
to 50 points.

Figure 1. Cohort's progress

Non-Internet causes for progress effect

It is important to look at alternative causes to English domain Internet usage for the effect 
on progress. As will be shown, the entertainment variable appeared to be masking the 
results and the unmasked subset of students became the focus of this section of the data 
findings.

If we remove the English domain subjects who only use the English domain Internet 
for entertainment, our group of 17 users falls to 12 subjects. The reasons for doing this will 
be explained in the discussion. This group became a focus of attention and that attention 

Improved

No change

Declined
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is manifested in the final sections of these findings. The following sections will focus on 
these 12 key subjects. 

The ranking data provides an interesting view of progress. Initially the 12 key subjects 
were ranked on the pre-test between 11th and 85th position. On the post-test this had 
changed to between 3rd and 61st position. This included five of the top ten ranked students. 
The pre-test data showed that the subjects were spread widely across the cohort ranking 
range, after the post-test the subjects became mostly clustered into two distinct groups at 
the top and middle of the range.

Figure 2. Ranking of 12 key subjects

The subjects were selected from three departments, Euro-American Cultural Studies, 
Economics and Political Science, and Local Community Policy Studies. The 12 students 
that appeared to be making a strong and varied use of the English domain Internet were 
mostly in Euro-American Cultural Studies, with nine of the 12 subjects were members of 
this department. Two subjects were members of the Economics and Political Science depart-
ment and one subject was a member of the Local Community Policy Studies department.

Figure 3. Three departments & 12 key subjects

The students were placed into level A, B, C or D classes dependent upon their pre-test score 
and their position within their department. Seven of the 12 key subjects attended an A level 
class, three attended a B level class and two attended a C level class.

Pre-test
Post-test

Euro-American cultural studies

Economics & political science

Local community policy studies

5

4

3

2

1

0

Top 10
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Figure 4. Three class levels & 12 key subjects

Teachers

The study included nine classes taught by five teachers. The 12 key subjects were found in 
all five teachers' classes. The majority of the key subjects were clustered in the teachers of 
A level and Euro-American Cultural Studies classes. Indeed, five key subjects were taught 
by one teacher in the A class of the Euro-American Cultural Studies Department.

Discussion

The following is a commentary of general and English domain Internet and CMC usage 
among the respondents.

General Internet and CMC usage

At least 99% of the surveyed subjects use the Internet and 90% of the cohort were 18-19 
year old university freshmen. In Japan university age students are more likely to use the 
Internet via a smart-phone than a personal computer. This finding would seem to support 
the claims of Chinnery (2006) and the findings of Thornton and Houser (2005), regarding 
100% mobile telephone usage among Japanese college age students. Whilst the Internet is 
a more generic technology and mobile smart-phones are a specific form of CMC technology 
capable of utilising the Internet, it is clear that 99% of the cohort is using CMC technology.

Interestingly, Internet World Stats (2011) suggests 78% of Japanese speakers are using 
the Internet. In this study, 99% of young Japanese people are using the Internet. The find-
ings suggest that the Internet has become a focal point of many of the subjects' lives. For 
example, whilst over 90% of the cohort use the Internet every week, a very significant num-
ber, 53%, use it every day. This has implications for future applications of the Internet. Yet 
the extent to which the Internet plays a role in the subjects' lives can be examined further. 
The respondents are not only frequently using the Internet, but 55% are staying online 
for over an hour per sitting. Whilst not wishing to underestimate the life of a Japanese 
teenager attending university, it would seem reasonable to suggest a large amount of their 
time is spent studying and socialising. Consequently, the Internet appears to be playing 
a central role in their lives since over 90% of respondents use the Internet for both study 
and entertainment purposes.. This assertion is supported by 88% of the respondents, who 
agreed that the Internet was important to their life.

A level

B level

C level
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The Japanese respondents usage of specific CMC tools was actually quite surprising. The 
fact 61% of respondents are using or have used social networking tools and 42% use or 
have used a messenger service was a surprise. Further research is required to understand 
the extent to which these tools are being utilised. However, once again, it does point to a 
CMC based future.

English Internet and CMC usage

Firstly, 14% of the respondents claim to use the English domain of the Internet. This was far 
higher than anticipated. The fact that 10% of the entire cohort claim to use English every 
week and 5% use it every day was equally surprising. We appear to have a large number 
of Japanese youth utilising English materials on a regular basis through their own voli-
tion, which was very unexpected. 14% of the respondents state that the English Internet 
is important to their life. This appears to be supported by the frequency, as described, and 
duration of their usage. 6% of respondents use the English Internet for an hour or more 
and a further 6% use it for at least 30 minutes duration.

Table 6: Cohort's English domain CMC usage

Use Every week 1 Hour +

14.00% 10.00% 6.00%

In terms of CMC tool usage in English the results were rather interesting. E-mail, at 5%, 
was the least used of the three CMC areas questioned in contrast to being the most used 
in Japanese Internet usage (87%). E-mail is a first-generation tool and it would seem the 
second-generation tools are more appealing for English usage with 6.5% using social net-
working, and 6% using messenger services. However the number of subjects was low, so 
possibly the findings could be a little misleading. If we allow for a margin of error of 2% 
there would be no significant difference. However, when findings are analysed from the 
perspective of user populations we find that messenger service use amongst the cohort's 
English Internet users (42%) and Japanese Internet users (42%) are comparable. However, 
e-mail amongst the cohort's Japanese Internet users was 87% compared to only 35% of 
English domain users. Given that the social networking comparison appears to fall between 
the e-mail and messenger services, English (46%) and Japanese (61%), this may suggest 
that the more technically savvy the user, the more likely they are to use English. However, 
social networking was the most popular CMC tool in English, so popularity of technologies 
could also drive English usage. If these points are valid they could have implications for a 
future increase in English needs of Japanese users or they may mean that only a relatively 
specialised niche require English.

Table 7: Cohort's CMC usage

E-mail Social networking Messenger service

Japanese users 87.00% 61.00% 42.00%

English users 35.00% 46.00% 42.00%
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Finally, 11% of the cohort are using the Internet for their university studies and a stagger-
ing 28% claim to be using the English Internet for entertainment. The latter result is both 
a puzzle and, as will be shown in the next section, the key to a greater understanding of 
student English Internet usage and its relationship to progress.

Analysis of the survey and progress data

Once the survey data is cross-referenced with the progress data an interesting picture 
reveals itself. In regards to the hypothesis, two strands emerge. Firstly, there is evidence to 
support the hypothesis. Secondly, one area of Internet use appears to mask the results and 
raises questions about how we should use the Internet for study purposes. However, it is 
equally important to look at variables that may be boosting our perception of the English 
Internet's impact on EFL progress. In this sense the question becomes does English L2 
Internet lead to EFL progress or does EFL progress lead to further L2 Internet?

Is English Internet usage an indicator of progress?

17 subjects answered question 19 in the affirmative, that they do use the English Internet. 
These 17 subjects had a mean average progress gain of approximately 35 points. This com-
pares very favourably with the cohort mean of 22 points. Thus the group of subjects who 
answered a simple yes to using the English Internet did 59% better than the full cohort. This 
is further supported by student rankings in the pre and post tests. Whilst in the pre-test 
the best placed student was 11th, in the post-test, five of the 17 subjects placed in the top 
ten. This result, in and of itself would appear to strongly support the case for the implied 
correlation stated in the hypothesis. However, it is possible to refine and improve the results 
further. We need to confirm that the student progress is caused by English Internet usage. 
The following sections will help to clarify, if this is indeed so.

Entertainment masks and filter

A further 23 subjects answered no to question 19 (see appendix), stating they do not use the 
English Internet, yet from questions 23-31 which are yes/no questions regarding English 
Internet usage, they answered yes to one or more. Evidently this would seem contradictory.

Firstly, a further 23 subjects answering yes to some English Internet usage meant that 
40 from 121 subjects (33%) claimed to be using the English Internet. This was a surpris-
ing result. Whilst not wishing to caste aspersions upon the subjects' integrity, it would be 
reasonable to consider what the subjects meant by English Internet usage. This led to the 
uncovering of the masking effect of question 25, using the English Internet for entertain-
ment. Nine of the 23 subjects answered no they do not use the English Internet and then 
reconsidered, answering yes to one further question, question 25, that they actually do use 
the English domain of the Internet for entertainment.

Question 25 appeared to be significant and was causing respondents to contradict them-
selves. It appeared plausible that question 25 may be masking the results. There appeared 
to be a need to control for this variable. For example, for the 17 subjects who answered yes 
to question 19, stating they use the English Internet. If from the 17 subjects, the five sub-
jects who then continued on to answer yes to only one more yes/no question, question 25, 
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entertainment, are filtered out, we find that the mean average score gain of the remaining 
12 subjects rises to 46 points. That is more than 109% better than the cohort average gain.

Figure 5. Average proficiency progress gains

Furthermore, the 12 subjects include four of the cohort’s top ten gainers and six in the top 
20. Eight of these subjects made gains of 40 points or more. Significantly none of the 12 
subjects had a negative progress score. In fact, in the pre-test the lowest ranked student 
among the key 12 subjects was 85th, however, in the post-test the lowest ranked member 
of the key 12 subjects was 61st.  

Figure 6. The top-ranked positions of the 12 key English domain Internet users

Upon reflection, the entertainment variable was always likely to have a masking effect as 
the entertainment, primarily music and videos, would have been in general usage off-line 
as well as online. English music and movies are easily available in Japan. If all the subjects 
are doing is transferring typical, off-line, life experiences of society to their online life, then 
little gain could be expected. In this sense entertainment is background noise.

The idea of entertainment as background noise appears to be supported by the nine 
subjects who stated they do not use the English Internet and yet went on to state that they 
do use the English Internet for entertainment. The 18-point mean average gain for the nine 
subjects is comparable to the 22-point gain of the 121 subject cohort.
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Other masks and filters

The data suggested a strong correlation between the key 12 subjects and the Euro-American 
Cultural Studies department. 75% of the key subjects compared to 36.36% of the full cohort 
were members of the Euro-American Cultural Studies department. This may support Ryan's 
(2009) assertion that the Japanese primarily study English because they like it. However, 
the nine Euro-American Cultural Studies members averaged approximately a 48-point 
gain. This compared favourably to the departmental gain within the cohort of 28.52 TOEFL 
points. Therefore, there are most likely variables other than departmental affiliation in play.

Figure 7. Average Euro-American cultural studies progress gains

Seven of the 12 subjects were members of A level classes. This may support the view that 
progress and higher proficiency led to English L2 Internet usage rather than the hypothe-
sised reverse. However, the seven subset A class members progressed an average of 44 points 
compared to their A class peers average gain of approximately 21 points. Consequently, it 
seems unlikely that A class membership alone can explain the gains.

Figure 8. Average A Level progress gains

The 12 key subjects were spread across all five of the teachers whose classes were sur-
veyed. This would lead to the suspicion that individual teachers played little role in the 
results. However, five subjects were clustered in the A level Euro-American Cultural Studies 
teacher's class. This most likely points to the importance of the class level and department 
rather than the teacher. The Euro-American Cultural Studies departments A class cohort 
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subjects gained 33 points, significantly better than the departmental gain. In contrast, the 
five-subject subset of A level Euro-American Cultural Studies students, who use the English 
domain of the Internet, was a strong gain of 46 points. Once again, even with two variables 
in combination it does not seem to fully explain the gains. Increasingly, it would appear 
likely that the results suggest that there is a variable involved outside the classroom.

Figure 9. Average Euro-American cultural studies A Level progress gains

conclusion

This study appears to have confirmed a relatively high usage of the English domain of the 
Internet. This has allowed us to discuss the likely claims of our hypothesis. We cannot cat-
egorically state that L2 Internet usage leads to progress and it certainly seems true that high 
proficiency students do appear to be more likely to use the L2 Internet as one would expect. 
However, it is also true that the results suggest that the students who claim to make use of 
the English domain of the Internet appear to make significantly more progress than their 
peers compared by either full cohort, department, class level or actual class.

In many ways, the results have exceeded expectations. To find such a high percentage 
of English domain users among the cohort was of real interest. The fact that our subset 
of key subjects made at least 50% more progress than their peers compared at each of the 
class, departmental and full cohort levels, suggests something is probably happening. This 
argument is supported further still, as when we focused on a combination of variables, 
the dominant departmental affiliation and higher-class level, we still found that the key 
subjects averaged almost 40% more progress than the selected grouping.

To further develop and corroborate the findings of this research, it would be desirable 
to undertake further research.  Recommendations would include a more gender balanced 
and far larger cohort possibly sampled from a wider group of universities. We may also 
look more closely at the question of if English L2 Internet leads to EFL progress or does EFL 
progress lead to further L2 Internet? The research tends to portray a mixed view. On the 
one hand, the A-level students were more likely to use the Internet than the lower level stu-
dents, although not exclusively. On the other hand, regardless of level, the English domain 
Internet students saw substantially greater progress gains than all comparable peer group-
ings examined. This would suggest that English Internet domain usage can lead to further 
L2 progress. However, in this research the emphasis has been on classroom variables that 
may affect the hypothesis. Consequently, there is a strong need to look at variables outside 
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of the classroom that may have influenced the otherwise compelling results. This would 
need to be the main thrust of further research. Further still, taking this the logical step for-
ward, we may want to examine closely what exactly the students are doing on the Internet.

The aim of this research was to gain a greater understanding of the effects of the Internet 
on English proficiency and progress. The findings and discussion seem to have shed light 
on these effects. The students are actually using the English domain. The progress data 
backs up the survey data. The fact that 14% of students are using the English domain 
of the Internet and 10% are using it for more than entertainment was a very interesting 
result. There are clear implications for the future and the effect CMC appears to be having 
on student English usage patterns. However, CMC is likely to move rapidly into new arenas 
and drive the social experiences of the coming decades in ways that are hard to predict. 
Consequently, there is now and most likely always will be an evolving real need for further 
research.
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appendix

The Full Survey Results

Personal data

1. Sex

Male 97 80.17%

Female 24 19.87%

2. Age

18–19 110 90.91%

20–21 7 5.79%

22 4 3.31%

3. Is Japanese your first language?

Yes 118 97.52%

No 3 2.48%

If No,
Is your first language English?

Yes 1 33.33%

No 2 66.67%

4. Can you speak a second language fluently?

Yes 4 3.31%

No 117 96.69%

If Yes,
Is your second language English?

Yes 3 75.00%

No 1 25.00%

5. Can a member of your family speak a second language fluently?

Yes 28 23.14%

No 93 76.86%

If Yes,
Is their second language English?

Yes 13 46.43%

No 15 53.57%
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Japanese usage of the Internet

6. Do you use the Internet in Japanese?

Yes 120 99.17%

No 1 0.83%

7. How often do you use the Internet in Japanese?

Throughout the day 6 4.96%

Every day 64 52.89%

Twice per week 29 23.97%

Once a week 16 13.22%

Once a month 4 3.30%

Hardly ever 2 1.65%

Never 0 0.00%

8. How long does each Japanese Internet session last?

60 minutes or more 67 55.37%

30–59 minutes 34 28.10%

10–29 minutes 18 14.88%

0–9 minutes 2 1.65%

9. The Japanese Internet is an important part of your life?

Strongly agree 61 50.41%

Agree 46 38.02%

Not Sure 8 6.61%

Disagree 5 4.13%

Strongly Disagree 1 0.83%

10. Do you use the Japanese Internet for your university studies? For example, language 
studies or research for essays and presentations.  

Yes 110 90.19%

No 11 9.10%

11. Do you use the Japanese Internet for daily life activities? For example, do you shop online, 
check the train timetables, the day's weather or sports results?

Yes 109 90.10%

No 12 9.90%

12. Do you use the Japanese Internet for entertainment? For example, listen to music, watch 
videos or surf the Internet.

Yes 110 90.10%

No 11 9.90%
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13. Do you use the Japanese Internet for work? For example, job searches, work related 
research and communications.

Yes 67 55.37%

No 54 44.63%

14. Do you get the day's Japanese news online?

Yes 42 34.71%

No 79 65.29%

15. Do you participate in Japanese social networking? For example, Mixi, Facebook or Twitter.

Yes 74 61.16%

No 47 38.84%

16. Do you use email in Japanese?

Yes 106 87.60%

No 15 12.40%

17. Do you use a Japanese messenger service? For example, Yahoo Messenger, MSN 
Messenger or Skype.

Yes 51 42.15%

No 70 57.85%

18. Do any members of your family use the Japanese Internet?

Yes 109 90.08%

No 12 9.92%

English usage of the Internet

19. Do you use the Internet in English?

Yes 17 14.05%

No 104 85.95%

20. How often do you use the Internet in English?

Throughout the day 1 0.83%

Everyday 6 4.96%

Twice per week 3 2.48%

Once a week 4 3.30%

Once a month 2 1.65%

Hardly ever 28 23.14%

Never 77 63.64%
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21. How long does each English Internet session last?

60 minutes or more 7 5.78%

30–59 minutes 8 6.61%

10–29 minutes 9 7.44%

0–9 minutes 97 80.17%

22. The English Internet is an important part of your life?

Strongly agree 6 4.96%

Agree 12 9.92%

Not Sure 48 39.67%

Disagree 22 18.18%

Strongly Disagree 33 27.27%

23. Do you use the English Internet for your university studies? For example, language 
studies or research for essays and presentations.  

Yes 13 10.74%

No 108 89.26%

24. Do you use the English Internet for daily life activities? For example, do you shop online, 
check the train timetables, the day's weather or sports results?

Yes 17 14.05%

No 104 85.95%

25. Do you use the English Internet for entertainment? For example, listen to music, watch 
videos or surf the Internet.

Yes 34 28.10%

No 87 71.90%

26. Do you use the English Iternet for work? For example, job searches, work related 
research and communications.

Yes 3 2.48%

No 118 97.42%

27. Do you get the day's English News online?

Yes 4 3.31%

No 117 96.69%

28. Do you participate in English social networking? For example, Facebook or Twitter.

Yes 8 6.61%

No 113 93.39%

29. Do you use email in English?

Yes 6 4.96%

No 115 95.04%
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30. Do you use an English messenger service? For example, Yahoo Messenger, MSN 
Messenger or Skype.

Yes 7 5.79%

No 114 94.21%

31. Do any members of your family use the English Internet?

Yes 13 10.74%

No 108 89.26%


