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Video Conferencing effects on Student Culture and Motivation 1n L2 English Classrooms

Jason TACKER

Abstract

Due to the Corona virus pandemic, classes in Japan at the university level had moved online
and 1n some cases continue to be online in prefectures that are still struggling to lower the
levels of the virus in the local populations. The inception of online classes was quick and did
not take certain aspects of university life into consideration, such as how important it is to
student motivation to have an identity congruent with their own concepts of what a student
1s. This paper examines the connection between culture and student motivation in Japanese
EFL classrooms. Using survey data from a Japanese University and applying the concept
of collectivism from Hofstede's (1980) Cultural Dimensions Theory, this study contributes to
the literature on motivation as it relates to student identity. It argues that classes taught
through video conferencing do not motivate students as well as traditional face to face
classes. To 1ts detriment, video conferencing education takes away the students ability to
signify that they are students through collectivist behaviors that they would normally ex-
hibit in a physical context such as a university with physical objects such as desks, black-
boards or writing utensils. This inability to signify to their group as well as to themselves
that they are "students" creates an incongruent identity that does not match with how they
understand what a student i1s, leading to a lack of motivation.
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Video conferencing has made it possible the unique experience of contending with
to continue education at university during not just zoom fatigue, but a combination
the Covid-19 pandemic. Video conferencing of new problems brought on by the change
for classrooms have been quickly impleme- in classroom experience.
nted and applied to what were once face to Video conferencing is not a traditional
face classes. Months after world-wide im- education platform, and the distance that
plementation, many problems have arisen, it may gap virtually is much wider when
such as the now famous "Zoom fatigue", compared to face to face classes' offline.
the term for the feeling of exhaustion The chasm that using video conferencing
from interacting through video conferences creates may be too wide and difficult for
frequently and on a daily basis. In the students to bridge themselves, when it in-
EFL or English as a Foreign Language volves their culture, identities, and motiva-
classroom, both teachers and students have tions for being university students in EFL



classes.

Zoom: De Facto Video Conferencing

Software of Online Education

Many universities have adopted the use
of Zoom, the most popular video coferenci-
ng software currently in the world. Its ed-
ucational adoption is due to being free and
easy to use by anyone with a limit of one
hundred people for a single forty five min-

ute session.

Figure 1.
Zoom employees on a large group chat.

Note. From Group Video Chat and the Need for
Fun, Physical Interfaces [Photograph], by A.
Fischer-Cox, (2020)

Zoom allows a host to control a session
(the bar at the bottom of the screen) alo-
ng with any number of co-hosts that can
help manage. During a session, the host
can use a virtual white board, Powerpoint,
or a number of other screen share options
to better present or facilitate the session
audience. Hosts and co-hosts have the pow-
er to mute or unmute session attendee's
microphones, but never have the option of
turning on attendee's cameras. Finally, ho-
sts can start and stop meetings as well as
push session attendees into separate "brea-
kout" rooms for small group work or dis-

cussions.

Problems of EFL Video Conferencing
in L2 English Classes

The swift change in classroom dynamic
from face to face to video conferencing cre-
ated new problems in communication with-
in English L2 classes faced by teachers and
Japanese Students. Firstly, students are
often reluctant to speak up in language
classes even when face to face, but when
students had the power to control their ca-
mera and microphone, they could essen-
tially "turn themselves off" from the class
while appearing to be actually attending
the class. More often than not, students
needed to be asked to turn on cameras and
microphones for utilitarian use only, such
as giving presentations. If I did not ask
them to be active, they would not be. For
many there was a legitimate reason for
this; some had limited internet usage and
the use of video or audio would use their
internet bandwidth very quickly. On the
other hand, some had non-educational rea-
sons for keeping their cameras and micro-
phones off, such as talking on the phone
with friends, or playing games on smartp-
hones, or some other activity. In other cas-
es, some did not have computers or in-
ternet at home, thus they had to use their
smartphones. In face to face classes such
limitations are non-existent.

As the above picture shows, while a typi-
cal zoom session looks as if it is a group
conversation in video, everyone 1s physi-
cally separated into other locations. The
video conferencing session created a false
sense of community, but something known
to be completely like the traditional class-
room as students were alone in their desig-
nated spaces. This "separate but together"
situation only allows for the limited amou-

nt of Interaction that video conferencing



can allow, video and sound. On the rare
occasions students turn on their cameras
or microphones, students and facilitators
may see someone's face and hear their
voice, but participants' body language is
lost, as are those behaviors and other for-
ms of communication or cooperation that
come with being physically present in a
classroom together.

When 1n the typical face to face class-
room, 1f students are to practice speaking
or working together in small groups, as a
teacher 1t 1s much easier to manage, be-
cause everyone is in the same room and
only the small groups move a short dis-
tance away. A teacher is still able to walk
the classroom and monitor student pro-
gress 1n whatever activity they are doing,
and respond to questions quickly if need
be. With video conferencing, such as
Zoom's "breakout" rooms, virtually "walk-
mmg" the classroom and answering ques-
tions expediently are problematic. In brea-
kout rooms you must constantly be jumpi-
ng from one to another. These groups are
all separated from each other in virtual
space, and unlike a face to face classroom
you cannot see or hear the whole class
even when they are in small groups, you
simply must concentrate on the group at
hand. In this way, you cannot passively
monitor the whole, and those groups that
you are not with at the very moment coul-
d be doing anything at all. I have experi-
enced students not doing their group work
activities, or not using cameras or micro-
phones when asked, mainly because I was-
n't watching them at all times or my pres-
ence was not felt like it could in a face to
face classroom.

The combination of these problems of
video conferencing did not make for a ter-
rible classroom experience, but neither did

they adequately replace the traditional face

to face classroom. Many teachers found it
demotivating to look at a black screen of
names 1n every class and even less motivat-
ing to have a "parakeet" -like effect of hav-
mg to see only themselves in the video co-
nferencing screen, as if talking to themsel-
ves.

For the stated reasons, teachers of EFL
have felt demotivated by lecturing through
video conferencing. How did it affect the
students? Did it have an effect on them?
This research originated from a simple
question posed to a university student. The
student was asked. "Do you like having
Zoom classes?" The student without hesita-
tion replied, "No, because I don't feel like a
student."

Japanese students being separated into
individuals, alone in their homes, taking
online classes, would have had an effect on
their motivation. This 1s presumed due to
the knowledge that the Japanese are a col-
lectivist culture. Collectivist cultures are
group-oriented, they put the well-being of
the group above the individual, and expect
that all members of the group are loyal to
the common cause (Hofstede, 1980). Colle-
ctivism is a national culture trait that is
part of the Cultural Dimensions Theory.
The theory posits that culture represents a
likely set of behaviors from citizens with a
common mental programming. A person
from a specific culture may not express a
culture trait as strongly as others, but
everyone of that culture espouses it to
some degree (Hofstede, 1991). It would be
logical that forced separation through vid-
eo conferencing from home, or away from
the university, would somehow change the
way they feel about themselves as univer-
sity students and how motivated they feel
to be attending classes online each day.
To investigate how students were affected,

EFL classes were surveyed for their



opinions to answer the question:
Does the individualization of collectivist
culture through video conferencing have an

effect on motivation in EFL classrooms?

Materials and Methods

Seventy students, both male and female,
were surveyed about motivation, commu-
nity (collectivism), and identity at Akita
Prefectural University through using Zoom
for video conferencing classes. Two ques-
tions from the survey were dropped due to
inconclusive results or irrelevancy. Questio-
ns were worded in a way as to not be str-
aightforward, to save students from deal-
ing with questions of a low contextual na-
ture. Being too forward in questioning c-
ould have been problematic, as it is not a
behavior that is nurtured as it is in west-
ern cultures.

Results of X'— 4 DFZ3E survey question 1

3. XR—LDELHEMEOFE, EB5DHNLDYE
HhrczzszLBuxdn

Do you think you learn more in zoom classes or

face to face classes?

2= L D% (Zoom) 22.86% 16 students

SO (Face to face) 77.14% 54 students

The third question was testing for a
feeling of motivation by students in either
version of the classroom. 77.14% of studen-
ts felt they learned more or were more
motivated in face to face classrooms.
Results of X'— 4 DfZE survey question 4

4. Mho2EHE & —fE i e 2 IR ORED SR —
LDORELID BV ERVE T,

Do you think being in a face to face classroom

with your student peers learning together is better

than zoom classes?

3V (Yes) 80.00% 56 students

Wz (No) 20.00% 14 students

1. UToEbEoRL D FHOERESDE TN X—
LR, 03, WHOEE?

Which is more motivating for learning: Zoom

classes or face to face classes?

R — LD (Zoom) 20.00% 14 students

SOz ¥E  (Face to face) 80.00% 56 students

Overwhelmingly, students felt that a
face to face classroom with its community
and ability to more easily share informa-
tion, cooperate and be around other stu-
dents was more motivational than video
conferencing.

Results of X'— 4 DFZHE survey question 7

Question 1 indicates that 80 percent of
students found that face to face traditional
classes are more motivational than zoom
or video conferencing classes.

Results of X' — 4 DFZ3E survey question 2

T. MOFELZOBBYHBLV—- A TOHEFEE O
R OFEEPTELEBVET

Do you think you learn more in zoom classes dis-

connected from your student peers by being at

home?

3V (Yes) 25.71% 18 students

Wz (No) 74.29% 52 students

2. UTOLEBOMEDHEE Il 2a =7 4 LDBEH -
TV EKLFTH D X—a0FE, 1E, H@O
R

Which feels more like a connected educational com-

munity: Zoom classes or face to face classes?

R — LD (Zoom) 11.43% 8 students

S O%¥E (Face to face) 88.57% 62 students

Question 2 shows that students feel more
like university students and a cohesive
community, with a large margin of 88.57%
who prefer face to face classes to video
conferencing classes.

Results of X'—4 @D {23 survey question 3

The final question was slightly more di-
rect and inquired about the feeling of com-
munity or collectivist culture of the class-
room. 74.29% of students did not think
being individual and taking classes from
home through video conferencing helped

them learn more.

Results and Analysis

The questions on the survey, while lim-
ited in number, indicate that students were
not as motivated in video conference class-

es as they were in traditional face to face



classes. In questions one and two, over
eighty percent of students found face to
face classes more motivational and collec-
tivist than Zoom video conferencing. Quest-
ions three, four and seven indirectly indi-
cated that within a base margin of seventy
four percent up to eighty percent, students
believed they felt more motivated and part
of a collective group working together in
face to face traditional classrooms.

Thus, to answer the question: Does the
individualization of collectivist culture thr-
ough video conferencing have an effect on
motivation in EFL classrooms? Yes it does,
but it does not explain the why of the
situation. To get to the core of how moti-
vation 1s broken down through video
conferencing, the student's perceived iden-
tity must also be added to the equation.

How we as people see ourselves and react
to a situation through our dress, behavior
and expressed national culture traits are
extremely important to our motivation in
any given location or context. In this way,
the Identity-Based Motivation theory ex-
plains this sufficiently. The Identity-Based
Motivation Theory (IBM) proposes that
individuals are most motivated to act in w-
ays and make sense of their environment
using behaviors, actions and language that
1s congruent or consistent with their per-
ceived identities (Oyserman, 2014). The id-
entities that individuals believe they have
are context dependent, meaning that iden-
tities that people espouse are a function of
situational cues (Oyserman, 2014). The Id-
entity-Based Motivation Theory builds up-
on theories of social, situated and grounde-
d cognition which starts with the principle
that a person's thinking is influenced by
the context in which that person is think-
ing (e.g., Smith and Collins, 2010).

The IBM consists of three parts that de-

fine when an individual would be motivate-

d or not motivated at all. "Dynamic con-
struction” is the malleable context that a
person is thinking in because all people are
sensitive to their immediate environment.
The next step 1s "Action readiness", behav-
lors undertaken by individuals because of
context cues that influence judgment and
choice as to whether or not such under-
taken action is relevant to the current sit-
uation. Lastly "Interpretation of difficulty”
the thought process that determines if ac-
tions are identity-congruent indicating that
the behavior is important and meaningful,
or if the behavior is identity-incongruent,
the behavior or action is then meaningless
(Oyserman, 2014).

Figure 2 .
Identity-Based Motivation Theory
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Dismantling Identity

Video conferencing education through p-
rograms such as Zoom are in conflict with
both collectivism and the various other be-
haviors that learners exhibit to signal both
that they are students in a university as
well as that those signifying practices are
important for them to be motivated throu-
gh construction of their identities. Video
conferencing takes EFL students, or stu-
dents in general out of the context of the
behaviors that they exhibit for themselves
and to others about their identities. Unive-
rsity 1s a physical place for a congregation
of students to announce their identities to
each other through actions and behaviors.

First, using Identity-Based Motivation,
consider the identity as a "university stu-

dent". Whether being a student comes to



mind, what it means to be a student, and
what actions are connected with the feeling
of being a student, depends on what is
constrained and afforded within a particu-
lar context. "University student" could be a
social trait that is linked to group mem-
bership, such as being in the football club,
festival organization club or being counted
as a student in one of the various univer-
sity facility rooms. Associated "student"
behaviors could be pro-social, and include
cooperation 1n classrooms, study groups,
cafeteria gossip or riding in trains or cars
together. Individually, actions could simply
be signifiers such as how students use lan-
guage at university, wearing certain cloth-
ing to university, eating cafeteria food and
carrying lunch boxes with homemade-tea
in a thermos. What happens then when the
actions and behaviors for "student" become
too difficult? Does it mean they are not
really students and should quit trying?
(Oyserman, 2014)

Secondly, Consider IBM with respect to
exhibited national culture traits such as t-
he importance of collectivism to Japanese
students. For collectivists, cooperation 1is
key and in Japan "students are inclined to
work with peers and provide assistance
when needed" (Rosenberg, Westling, & Mec-
leskey, 2010). Personal success is not as
mmportant as the collective accomplishment;
students prefer to work in groups for the
group's benefit (Faitar, 2006). Collaborati-
ve learning, group environments, and the
like are extremely successful in comparison
to 1ndividualizing students. National cul-
ture traits such as collectivism are tangible
aspects of culture. It should go without ex-
planation that we view ourselves and oth-
ers identities through the lens of culture.
Since national culture traits, as was stated
by Hofstede (1980), are behaviors espoused

by people with a common mental program-

ming, then those behaviors that identify

people as part of a culture would also be

an important part of identity and motiva-
tion.

In short, video conferencing is the demo-
tivating factor for university EFL student-
s. Students are unable to have a place for
context, a place where the group "univer-
sity students" are able to act out their be-
haviors indicating that they are indeed
university students:

— They do not go to an actual physical
place called "University”

—They do not interact in the usual daily
behavior at university with other stu-
dents or teachers that signify themselves.

— They do not dress for social situations
while using video conferencing, something
they must do when leaving the house.

—There are no physical objects symbolizing
"untversity”: desks, whiteboards, comput-
ers, projectors, cafeteria food... etc.

—They do not use the language of the sub-
culture called "university students” while
in the home.

— Students do not study in the same way
as before, disconnected except through the
internet, making group work difficult a-
nd problematic.

—They lack collectivism as video conferenc-
ing separates all students into homebou-
nd individuals.

These and other examples create multiple
instances of identity incongruence, which
can cause students to feel as if the behav-
lors do not match the current identity bei-
ng given through video conferencing. Thus,
they become unmotivated, or in other situ-
ations they give up, turning themselves off
to the virtual classroom by not using their
camera or microphone in an attempt to
find behaviors that are more congruent
with the situations they are in, such as

household chores.



Conclusion

A link between how people think and the
actions they take is a long understood and
accepted concept in Neuroscience and Psyc-
hology. The Hebbian Principle states that
"any two cells or system of cells that are
repeatedly active at the same time will
tend to become “associated’, so that the ac-
tivity 1n one facilitates activity in the
other (Iebb 1949, p. 70) or ‘neurons that
fire together wire together’. When we take
action (How we feel or behave) the under-
lying neural connections are activated and
reinforced. Activating the neural connec-
tlons increases the frequency and intensity
of the corresponding behavior. Thus behav-
1ors originating on powerful neural connec-
tlons makes 1t very difficult to change
them.

The quick and dramatic change in class-
room dynamic from traditional to video
conferencing in order to keep students in
the educational system was truly the only
response when dealing with the epidemic
given that the alternative was no education
or interaction at all. Given enough time,
students would get comfortable with the
"new normal” of education through video
conferencing and break free of the Hebbian
associations that they had for the tradi-
tional classroom, culture traits would most
certainly be modified, and the behaviors
and actions would change to signify or
symbolize a new way of education. In the
current time however, the outcry to return
to traditional classes by students, parents,
and faculty, have cut the possibility short,
much to the relief of all parties involved.

Video conferencing did not function opti-
mally in a collectivist culture such as the
Japanese. The Japanese are group oriente-

d, and thus identity i1s linked to belonging

to groups, and behaviors are extensions of
identity as they signify group belonging.
When collectivists are individualized in vid-
eo conferencing, group cohesion 1s broken
and the behaviors that signal group be-
longing lose their meaning along with stu-
dent motivation because as the Identity-
Based Motivation theory states behavior
must be congruent with the perceived iden-

tity they belong to.
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