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Abstract

Due to the infusion of technology in education, second language acquisition
is transforming enormously. While studies on technology-assisted language
learning abound, research on the perceptions of digital literacies for those
majoring in languages, especially English, remains scarce. This study investi-
gated relationships between self-perceived digital literacies (knowledge, skills,
attitudes), English reading comprehension, and demographics (academic
years, geographic areas). 227 Chinese-background English major students from
two universities completed a digital literacies questionnaire, a digital literacies
test, and an English reading test. Results showed moderate-to-high self-per-
ceived digital knowledge and skills, but no correlation was found between self-
perceptions and actual digital competency. A positive correlation emerged
between actual digital literacies and reading comprehension (r = .219,
2 <.001). Urban participants demonstrated higher self-perceptions and better
scores in some skills. A notable perception-performance gap highlights poten-
tial overconfidence arising from daily digital practices versus guided academic
application.

Keywords: Digital literacies, English as a foreign language, English major
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Introduction

Digital technologies have been significantly integrated with everyday life, as well
as English as a second language education. Conventional literacy skills, such as
reading and writing, are no longer adequate to define a literate individual in
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the digital era (Miranda et al., 2018; OECD, 2021). Being digitally literate is
not only beneficial for students” academic performance, but also better pre-
pares them for a 21st-century workforce in a digital world (Khan et al., 2022;
Martzoukou et al., 2022). Many countries and organizations stressed the piv-
otal position of digital literacy in Education. UNESCO underscores the appli-
cation of information and communication technology (ICT) to improve the
quality of education (UNESCO, 2022). Similarly, the European Union sets
enhancing digital skills and competences of educators and learners as one of
the priorities for digital transformation in education(European Commission,
2023). China also proposed the China’s Education Modernization 2035 Plan
and the New Generation Artificial Intelligence Development Plan to promote
the digital transformation. As emphasized above, it is pivotal for developing
countries to mitigate the widening digital divide through improving digital
literacies.

Studies about integrating digital technologies into second or foreign lan-
guage education have been widely conducted in the past decades. The intro-
duction of technologies reshaped language acquisition both in pedagogy and
classroom practice (Albadri et al., 2025). However, studies showed inconsis-
tent results regarding digital literacy levels and students’ backgrounds (Pinto
etal.,, 2021; Thuy Nguyen & Habdk, 2021). Particularly, few studies focus on
whether language major students’ digital literacies are in line with the availabil-
ity of digital tools, since some studies suggest that students lack sufficient digital
competence while being capable of accessing various digital tools. Therefore,
this study aims to understand the digital literacies of students majoring in the
English language through their self-perception and to explore the association
between their backgrounds and digital literacies. As part of a doctoral study,
two research questions were addressed in the main study here:

1. Whatare the self-perceived digital literacies of Chinese-background English
major students?

2. What are the relationships regarding self-perceived digital literacies, actual
digital competence and reading comprehension performance of Chinese-
background English major students?

Methodology

A total of 227 English major students from two universities in China were
included in this study. Students from year one and year three were recruited.
The instruments employed included a self-perceived digital literacies ques-
tionnaire, a digital literacies test, and an English comprehension test. All
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instruments were distributed to one grade at a time via a web-based platform,
with the time-consuming and concentration-demanding measure commenc-
ing first, and then followed by the questionnaire and digital literacies test. After
screening and cleaning, data were analysed by the statistical software package,
SPSS version 29.

Results and Discussion

The descriptive analysis of the questionnaire showed that students tended to
perceive their digital literacies knowledge as ‘Medium’ to ‘Good’. Although a
considerable variation was found in digital literacies skills, most students per-
ceived confidence in skills in areas related to information searching and eval-
uation. As for the attitudes towards digital literacies in English reading and
learning, most students showed a significant positive attitude towards engag-
ing with digital technologies and tools, but varied by the type of technology or
tools, and the specific learning context.

By applying the independent samples T-test, statistically significant differ-
ences were found in the theoretical knowledge (digital devices, operating sys-
tem, networks, data safety; all p < .05), and skills in keyboard shortcuts and
office software (p < .001), where third-year students reported having a higher
level. However, no significant differences were found in attitudes. These results
suggest a consistent positive attitude towards using digital technologies and
tools in English reading and learning. A minimal difference between the two
academic years was found from actual digital literacies test scores (p = .080).

The one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) employed revealed no signifi-
cant variance in students’ perceptions of knowledge and attitudes towards digi-
tal literacies, except those urban students demonstrated stronger self-perceived
digital literacies skills in handling software malfunctions (p = .014), searching
(p = .013) and evaluating information (p = .011), reading from screens (p =
.005) and accessing learning resources (p < .001). Notably, self-perceived digital
literacies showed no significant correlation with the actual digital literacies and
reading comprehension. However, a moderate correlation between the actual
digital literacies test and reading comprehension test was observed (7 = .219,
»<.001).

The preliminary findings of this study are partly inconsistent with
Monteiro and Leite’s results (2021), which found no difference between stu-
dents’ academic year and digital literacies skills. However, the results of the
current study indicate nuanced differences considering the factor of academic
year. The misalignment of self-perception and actual performance of digital
literacies, indicates that students often overestimate or underestimate their
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digital competence, which confirms previous studies (e.g., Kruger & Dunning,
1999; Ng, 2012; Son et al., 2017). The significant positive correlation observed
in the present study corroborates with studies exploring the impact of digital
technologies on reading literacy, which emphasise that students’ reading profi-
ciency improved by using ICT tools in academic work (Lin et al., 2024; Xiao &
Hu, 2019). To conclude, the findings of this study suggest that the latent dis-
crepancy of digital literacies exists among English major students, which is eas-
ily neglected as they are ‘digital natives’ and majoring in social science (Prensky,
2001). This study highlights the importance of embedding digital literacies in
the curriculum of language majors at the tertiary level and the continuum of
future learning. Further insights into students’ perceptions of digital literacies
for language learning will be explored in the qualitative session of this study.

References

Albadri, M. A. S., Dashtestani, R., & S. Yahya Hejazi. (2025). Investigating the
digital literacy levels of Iraqi EFL university students: Challenges, oppor-
tunities and the status quo. Wasit Journal for Human Sciences, 21(2),
1099-1072. https://doi.org/10.31185/with Vol21.1ss2.917

European Commission. (2023, November 23). Digital Education Action Plan
(2021-2027)—European Education Area. https://education.ec.europa.
eu/focus-topics/digital-education/action-plan

Khan, N, Sarwar, A., Chen, T. B., & Khan, S. (2022). Connecting digital
literacy in higher education to the 21st century workforce. Knowledge
Management € E-Learning: An International Journal, 46-61. https://
doi.org/10.34105/j.kmel.2022.14.004

Kruger, J., & Dunning, D. (1999). Unskilled and unaware of it: How difficul-
ties in recognizing one’s own incompetence lead to inflated self-assess-
ments. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77(6), 1121-1134.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.77.6.1121

Lin, L., King, R. B., Fu, L., & Leung, S. O. (2024). Information and com-
munication technology engagement and digital reading: How metacog-
nitive strategies impact their relationship. British Journal of Educational
Technology, 55(1), 277-296. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.13355

Martzoukou, K., Kostagiolas, P., Lavranos, C., Lauterbach, T., & Fulton, C.
(2022). A study of university law students’ self-perceived digital compe-
tences. Journal of Librarianship and Information Science, 54(4), 751-
769. https://doi.org/10.1177/09610006211048004

Miranda, P., Isaias, P., & Pifano, S. (2018). Digital literacy in higher educa-
tion: A survey on students’ self-assessment. In P. Zaphiris & A. Toannou



Understanding the Digital Literacies of English Major Students 5

(Eds.), Learning and collaboration technologies. Learning and teaching
(Vol. 10925, pp. 71-87). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-319-91152-6_6

Monteiro, A., & Leite, C. (2021). Digital literacies in higher education: Skills,
uses, opportunities and obstacles to digital transformation. Revista
de Educacion a Distancia (RED), 21(65). https://doi.org/10.6018/
red.438721

Ng, W. (2012). Can we teach digital natives digital literacy? Computers
€8 Education, 59(3), 1065-1078. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.
2012.04.016

OECD. (2021). 2Ist-century readers: Developing literacy skills in a digital
world. OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/a83d84cb-en

Pinto, M., Sales, D., Ferndndez-Pascual, R., & Caballero-Mariscal, D. (2021).
Exploring social sciences students’ perceptions on information liter-
acy and the use of mobile technologies in higher education. College €F
Research Libraries, 82(5), 662-682. https://doi.org/10.5860/crl.82.5.662

Prensky, M. (2001). Digital natives, digital immigrants. On the Horizon, 9(5).
https://doi.org/10.1108/10748120110424816

Son, J.-B., Park, S.-S., & Park, M.. (2017). Digital literacy of language learners in
two difterent contexts. The JALT CALL Journal, 13(2), 77-96. https://
doi.org/10.29140/jaltcall.v13n2.208

Thuy Nguyen, L. A., & Habdk, A. (2021). A study on Vietnamese under-
graduates’ level of digital skills and the frequency of using digital tools
in the EFL context. International Conference on Computer Systems and
Technologies 21, 171-175. https://doi.org/10.1145/3472410.3472425

UNESCO. (2022). Guidelines for ICT in education policies and masterplans.
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380926

Xiao, Y., & Hu, J. (2019). The moderation examination of ICT use on the asso-
ciation between Chinese mainland students’ socioeconomic status and
reading achievement. International Journal of Emerging Technologies in
Learning (iJET), 14(15), 107. https://doi.org/10.3991/ijet.v14i15.10494






