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Abstract

This action research addresses a pivotal question in contemporary language education: Is
language learning necessary in the age of readily available digital communication tools? It explores
the usage of travel English by Taiwanese technology students during a week-long cultural exchange
in Tokyo, assessing the impact of digital communication technologies on language use. Despite
readily available translation technology, students often used spoken English for basic interactions,
underscoring the value of direct human communication. The study identifies possible considerations
of focus shift in language education, from extensive vocabulary knowledge to functional language
and interpersonal skills. Findings indicate that while digital tools aid communication, they cannot
replace the intricacies of interpersonal communication. This underscores the need for language

education that combines technological tools with a focus on practical communication abilities.

Keywords: Technology, Language Education, Travel English.
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1. Introduction

The availability of translation mobile applications and devices has led many students to question
the necessity of learning a language, particularly English. This study aims to address this skepticism
by exploring the use of travel English in real-life scenarios during a university cultural exchange trip
to Tokyo. The goal is to assess the relevance of language learning in the face of advancing technology,
particularly in interpersonal, real-world contexts where Al and digital tools cannot fully replace
human interaction, and to provide tangible insights for English teachers grappling with the dilemma

of decreasing student motivation.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Technology-Enhanced Learning

The integration of technology in language classrooms has significantly transformed the learning
experience. It is not just about making lessons more engaging; technology-enhanced language
learning (TELL) tools, such as interactive software and immediate feedback systems, actively support
diverse learning styles and needs (Fuente, 2021). These tools create a classroom learning environment
where students can engage more effectively with the language (Yesilel, 2016; Patel, 2014). The
immediacy of feedback from these technologies is particularly beneficial, as it can enhance intrinsic
motivation and promote long-term engagement (Burgers et al., 2015). Learners can access their own
“learning space,” a flexible learning environment with digital support, at their convenience
(Pemberton, Fallahkhair, & Masthoff, 2004), and even learn collaboratively and problem solve, at

their own pace, with or without instructor guidance (Newby, Lehman, Russell, & Stepich, 2010).

2.2 Rethinking Technology Supplemented Learning

As much as technology is shown to enhance language learning, the effect of technology on the
need or the motivation for language learning seems to look different when we move away from the
learning context. Here, the convenience and accessibility of translation devices and multi-lingual
Artificial Intelligence (AI) have led many to question: Is there still a need to learn a foreign language

in a world where technology can bridge language gaps so effortlessly?

2.3 Motivation and Learning Goal

Before answering this, the question that needs to be answered first is this: Why learn a foreign
language? This situation brings to light the importance of having clear distal goals in language
education. As Bandura and Schunk (1981) illustrated, distal goals, when effectively broken down into
proximal steps, enhance both performance and motivation. But, if the goal of learning a language is
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not clearly defined or relevant in real life, the effectiveness of these proximal goals — the day-to-day

objectives met in the classroom — has no meaning.

2.4 Research Question: Preface

One distal goal often used for language learning is job opportunities. To young learners, this
goal is not just distal but too distant, and abstract. Even when broken down into smaller, more
immediate goals, the connection to future job benefits can be too weak to be meaningful as a motivator.

Another commonly used purpose for language learning is Travel English, and it seems to offer
a more immediate, less abstract distal goal. Learning to ask for directions, an item, or navigate a menu
in English are practical life skills that students can envision using. However, with the evolution of
technology, this need is also now questioned. Do students need to learn English for travel in an era
where digital tools offer real-time translation?

This relationship between language learning and technology sets the stage for the current study,
which aims to investigate the relevance of “travel English” as a goal in modern language education.
Is travel English still a compelling reason to learn the language, or have technological advancements
changed its role as a motivator? Understanding this will help us reevaluate and potentially reshape
language teaching strategies, ensuring they align with the contemporary needs and realities of

studentse

2.5 Research Question

“How does the availability of digital communication technology impact the use of English
among college students during travel in Japan, and what implications does this have for English

language education?”

3. Methodology

This study adopts an action research approach, as it aims not only to document students’
language use during travel but also to generate pedagogical insights that can inform instructional

design and classroom practice.

In line with an action research framework, this action research centers on researcher-designed

self-report data collection and reflective analysis aimed at informing future instructional design

3.1 Participants
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The study engaged 17 students from a public university in Taipei, Taiwan, majoring in
Technology and Engineering, between 19 to 22 years old. The group consisted of 14 sophomores, 2
seniors, and 1 first-year master's student. This cohort featured a balanced gender distribution with 8
males and 9 females. These participants were part of a one-week cultural exchange team to Japan,
with varied levels of English proficiency and differing propensities for utilizing English in face-to-
face interactions. Their diversity in language skills and attitudes towards using English offered a

valuable perspective on the interplay between technology use and language in travel scenarios.

A profile survey revealed their predisposition to problem-solving while in familiar territory.
Faced with the hypothetical situation of being unable to locate a destination in Taiwan, a mere 18%
indicated they would seek assistance from another person. Meanwhile, 23% would persist in finding
the place independently, and a significant majority, 59%, would default to using Google Maps. This
indicates a strong inclination towards digital solutions over human interaction, even without the

presence of a language barrier, with 82% opting for methods that bypass direct communication.

3.2 Data Collection Method

While a case study or observational approach could describe student experiences, action
research was chosen because it directly links those experiences to how teachers might apply the

findings in practice.

To elicit real-time insights from the participants, the students were asked to document their
experiences daily in a closed Facebook group, akin to sharing travel updates on their social media.
This daily reporting was instrumental in capturing immediate and authentic reactions, avoiding loss
of data or post-event rationalization that can occur with delayed reporting. The study was able to
secure a more accurate and vivid depiction of the students' language use and the challenges they

encountered, thereby adding a layer of immediacy to the data.

3.3 Content of Reports
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To facilitate consistency and depth in the reports, students were provided with key points to be
addressed. These included the location of the interaction, its purpose, the methods of
communication employed (whether technology-based, verbal in English, or a hybrid approach), the
outcomes of the interaction, and the students’ personal reflections. The reports covered a range of
scenarios, from shopping and dining to seeking directions, offering valuable insights into the
affective aspects of language use in travel. The insights gained from these accounts provided
understanding of how the students used technology in tandem with language skills in authentic

settings.

3.4 Social Media Platform Choice

Different social media platforms were considered for data collection to mimic natural,
everyday communication channels familiar to students, instead of traditional post-event interviews
or surveys. Facebook was selected over other social media platforms like Line and Instagram for

data gathering after considering the following factors:

Text-friendliness: The primary goal was to collect daily scenarios and content related to the
students' English usage abroad. This required the data to be primarily in text form, with pictures and

other multimedia serving as supplementary material.

Content Limitations: Facebook imposes no restrictions on the type of content (text and images)

that can be shared, whereas Instagram requires images.

Ease of Submission: The platform is easily accessible through the Facebook mobile

application.

Convenience of Adding Information: It allows students to easily add information by replying

to their own comments.

Data Organization: Facebook allows the easy export of post comments and text into an Excel

format, enhancing the ease of data tracking and analysis through tools like FB comment extractor.
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3.4 Privacy and Data Collection

To uphold the privacy and informed consent of the student participants, they were notified that
their travel English usage scenarios and content during the trip would be gathered via a private
Facebook group. All the participants had access to the group's shared content, ensuring transparency

and collective insight into the communication patterns observed and the scope of data collection.

To accommodate potential privacy concerns, an alternative was provided where individuals
could choose to submit data directly to the researchers. Out of all participants, 3 (amounting to

approximately 17.6%) elected to submit their data privately.

All participants provided informed consent prior to data collection and were informed that
participation was voluntary and unrelated to academic evaluation. During analysis, all identifying
information was removed. Data were store securely and accessed only by the research team for

research purposes.

3.5 Coding and Analysis

The qualitative content analysis was used for the daily travel English report. Initially, each
report was coded according to contexts commonly found in “travel English” textbooks, such as
sightseeing, dining, lodging, shopping, and other typical scenarios. This initial categorization
provided a structured framework to examine the specific contexts in which students utilized English

during their travels (table 1).

Two independent coders analyzed all student entries according to predefined context and
language function categories. Inter-coder reliability was calculated using percent agreement (Holsti,
1969), as the coding categories were mutually exclusive and clearly defined in advance. Any
discrepancies were resolved through discussion until consensus was reached.

Subsequently, a second layer of coding was applied, focusing on the language functions employed

in these interactions (table 2). This included making requests, asking for information, engaging in
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small talk, and other communicative functions. The dual-layered coding process allowed for an in-
depth exploration of how students applied their English language skills in real-world settings. It also
provided insights into the practical use of language beyond the traditional academic learning

environment.

By analyzing the data through the lenses of both context and language function, we aimed to
uncover patterns and nuances in students’ communicative approaches during their travels. These
findings are expected to offer insights for directions and adjustments in English teaching. The
intention is to align English language instruction more closely with the changing needs of learners

in the real-world, thereby making the learning process more relevant and effective.

The tallying process identified the frequency of each travel scenario within the students'
communication logs. It also helped pinpoint the most dominant language function in each context
and across the dataset. This methodological approach laid the quantitative groundwork for
understanding which scenarios were most prevalent in the students' interactions, and which
language functions were most relied upon. These findings, informed by the tally results, offer a

glimpse into the practical application in real-world travel situations.

4. Results

The first stage of analysis examined the contexts in which students used English during their
travels. For the sake of space, and the exploratory nature of this study, only the most significant
contexts will be discussed here, as highlighted in Table 1.

Table 1

Travel English by Context

Context Total Entries Coder 1 (n, %) Coder 2 (n, %) Reliability
Airplane 4 4 (3%) 4 (3%) 100%
Airport 10 10 (8%) 10 (8%) 100%
Food and Restaurant 20 19 (14%) 20 (15%) 95%
Hotels and Hostels 13 13 (10%) 13 (10%) 100%
Shopping 42 42 (32%) 42 (32%) 100%
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Sightseeing 19 19 (14%) 19 (14%) 100%
Socializing 16 17 (13%) 16 (12%) 94%
Train 9 9 (7%) 9 (7%) 100%
Total 133 133 133 99%

*Note: Contexts are listed alphabetically in the table for ease of reference. Discussion is in order of

frequency and thematic grouping.

Across these contexts, “request” consistently emerged as the dominant language function.

In shopping contexts, “request for item” language usage is high, at 49%, indicating that
students frequently ask directly for products. The frequent use of the word “this” in place of product
description suggests a reliance on visual aids, which can be a significant insight for English
education focusing on travel contexts, suggesting that language learning materials may need to be
updated to reflect the integration of technology in travel experiences, and that the distal goal of
traditional “shopping English” focusing on item description may indeed be supplanted by

technology.

Example 1:
Buying Figurines
Student: Excuse me, (show photo) is this thing sold here?

Sales: Oh, Sasuke ! Here.

Example 2:
Buying Sunscreen
Student: (Show photo) Where is this?

Clerk: (In Japanese) This way please.

Example 3:
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Buying Disney Character Doll
Student: Excuse me. Do you have this? (show screen shot)

Clerk: Wait a moment (checks inventory, shows screen). Sorry, we don’t have the doll with this.

In restaurants, the absence of ordering food item by name indicates that the process is done
non-verbally, contrary to traditional language teaching where students practice food item
vocabulary and ordering phrases. Instead, the entries show the focus has shifted to post-ordering
communications, with questions about payment methods and order details, again suggesting
technology may undermine the relevance of “restaurant English,” at least the ordering part, as a

distal language learning goal.

Example 1:
Buying Dinner
Student: I need five of this.

Clerk: Okay, that will be a total of 4500 yen.

Example 2

Ordering Food in Curry Restaurant
Student: I want this (points to menu)
Server: (Asks about spiciness in Japanese)
Student: (Holds up 1 finger)

Server: Ok.

Student: Wait, [ want to add this (points to picture of cheese)

Example 3:

Ordering Ramen
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Server: (Japanese)

Student: English?

Server: Ah, sorry

Student: Uh... Oh (Takes out phone and uses Google translate, selects Japanese keyboard)
Server: Thank you (types)

Student: (Reads translation) Oh, this (point to serving size)

Server: Ok, thank you.

Hotel accounts for a higher percentage of requests for service, at 19%. This could highlight a
need for more complex language when securing services in these areas compared to shopping or
eating out. This suggests language education should emphasize the practical language skills needed

for interactions.

Example 1:
Asking for light repair.
Student: Excuse me. The light in our room just shut down. And our room number is 312.

Reception: Oh, wait a moment, I’ll come up with you.

Example 2:

Borrowing Scissors

Student: Excuse me, do you have scissors?
Reception: Oh, (Japanese) (Hands over scissors)
Student: Thank you (turns and leaves)
Reception: This cannot take upstairs.

Student: But I want to cut my hair, or can I go to the bathroom?

Reception: Oh, yes.
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Trains: While the train scenario has fewer entries, they show a higher number of requests for
service and help, with little mention of technology used, which may be due to that navigation
technology often does not apply to indoor locations, necessitating face-to-face interaction.

In cases where the user interface of a technological device is not intuitively designed, direct
human assistance tends to offer a more efficient and effective solution versus attempting to locate

online video demos or operational manuals.

Example 1: Train Station
Looking for Exit
Student: I want to go to Exit 2.

Station Manager: You need to go under and up to another side. (Gesture the letter U)

Example 2: Train Station

Buying a ticket

Student: I kind of don't know how to use the machine to buy ticket, can you help me?
Station agent: (Walks over to help)

Student: Thanks a lot.

Airports: In airports, most of the communication was standard request for service/help and
asking for clarification. Technology used in communication was limited as well, likely due to that
the airport routines (customs, security, ticketing...) have been in existence before digital
communication technology. Technology use is also restricted in some areas. Certain tasks, like
activating damaged or expired cards, require human intervention, underscoring the limitations of

machines programmed for standard functions.

Example 1: Airport Security
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Airport Security agent: (Shows picture card): These, take out. These, no.
Student: (Shows agent an item not pictured) this?
Agent: No.

Student: (Goes through security check)

Example 2:

Returning an expired IC Card

Student: This cards are expired, [ want to return

Agent: (Hands over a page of IC Card rules)

Student: No, this card have no owner.

Agent: No, it's still available.

Student: But it's over ten years.

Agent: It's still available.

Student: But I inserted and the machine said error.

Agent: Let me check... (swipes card to re-set) it's available now.

Student: Thank you.

Socializing and Sightseeing: Because both socializing and sightseeing involved
conversational exchanges beyond transactional requests, they are discussed together here.

Compared to other contexts, requesting information is more prevalent in the “socialize” and
“sightseeing” contexts at 29% and 27% respectively, suggesting that students engage in more
complex language functions sharing information and for social interactions. The high percentage of
requests for information indicates that conversational skills are crucial in these contexts, and the

data showed technology worked to complement rather than supplement language interactions.

Example 1: Socializing
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Chatting with foreign travelers in Tokyo Tower Elevator

Student: Where are you from?

Travelers: (Name of country)

Student: We’re from Taiwan.

Traveler: Oh! That’s great! Is this your first time being here?

Student : No. Actually this is my second time. I like Japan so much. Is this your first time?
Traveler: Yeah. We just got here yesterday. Today is our second day.

Student: That’s nice. And welcome to Taiwan next time.

Traveler: Yeah!

Example 2: Socializing (responding to request for information)
During Chiba University Tour
Guide: What Taiwanese restaurant do you recommend?
Student: Umm... 5 i‘]’x %2 It’s a local restaurant in Taiwan, and its food are very delicious, but it’s
very expensive.
Guide: Oh, I don’t want expensive. [ want...umm...
Student: Cheap food?
Other Students: Jiu Fen (Show google maps, Tour guide snaps photo).
Student: (Shows photo of Taro Balls) I recommend this food it’s delicious.
Guide: Oh, oh, I see this one before it’s good (Gives thumbs up).
Unlike shopping or dining, where technology can often replace language for task
completion, socializing is more about making connections, where the core of the exchange is self-
expression on a personal level. The role of technology here is not to supplant but to supplement the

quality of interaction, conveniently providing supporting details (as scaffold).

Example 3: Sightseeing
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Asking about the wait
Student: Excuse me, I want to ask how long will we take for waiting.

Worker: About 15 minutes.

Example 4: Sightseeing

Ask about Art Museum Permanent Exhibition

Student: English?

Reception: Sure.

Student: Because it's my first time to here, I'm not sure which exhibition is for free.

Reception: There's no exhibition for free, but you can go to the souvenir store at downstairs and

library at 3F, or you want to drink coftee.

The sightseeing examples showed that while technology can deliver facts, only people can
exercise judgment, such as estimating wait times or suggesting alternatives for a budget-conscious
visitor. Interpreting unstated intent with cultural sensitivity is a capacity beyond what current
technology can provide.

For language education, these insights could suggest a need to incorporate technology use into
the curriculum, and focus on developing conversational skills for socializing, self-expression in
particular, and cultural sensitivity, moving beyond just factual, transactional language.

Table 2 numerically represents the previous data, showing that the primary function of
language for travelers in this study was making requests (84%). Qualitative examples earlier
showed that students rarely used descriptive language in ordering food or shopping, relying instead
on pointing or showing pictures on smartphones or menus. This shift in language use, particularly in
technology-rich environments like Tokyo, challenges the traditional view that English proficiency is
essential for international engagement, since technology now enables efficient interaction without

extensive reliance on spoken language.
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Table 2

Travel English by Function

Function Total Airplane Airport Food & Hotel Shopping  Sightseeing  Socializing Train
(n, %) Restaurant
Request for 45 0 3 2 2 11 12 13 2

information (34%)

Request for 40 | 2 12 2 20 2 0 1
item (30%)
Request for 27 1 3 4 5 3 4 2 5
service (20%)
Ask for 19 1 2 2 3 8 1 1 1
clarification (14%)
Complaint 212%) 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0

Note. Percentages represent the distribution of language functions within each context. Totals are
based on 133 coded interaction entries across all contexts.

5. Discussion

Despite the widespread use of digital communication technology, this study found that
students frequently used spoken language for simple interactions, emphasizing the continued
importance of direct human communication. Technology, although highly convenient, does not
replace the foundational need for language skills, particularly where human judgment and cultural
sensitivity are required. However, the findings also highlight the necessity to balance technology

use with human communication.

Within the broader context of language learning, the role of Travel English as a distal goal
retains its relevance but requires a shift in focus. The proximal goals that contribute to this larger
aim are transitioning away from memorizing specific vocabulary, such as food items or shopping-
related terms. Instead, there is a growing emphasis on more function-based language conventions

and the development of interpersonal skills.
The need to use language for various conventions and functions persists, but the audience may
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be changing. Where previously the language was used to describe item details and preferences to
store clerks, now it might be employed to instruct Al in generating images based on those
preferences. This transition redefines language learning from memorizing a set of vocabulary to
using language as a dynamic communication tool. For instance, learning a list of adjectives should
be seen not as an end but to apply them in real-life scenarios. A proximal goal, like describing an
existing piece of clothing (before the complement of technology), can evolve into a distal goal of
creating an Al-generated image of imaginary fashionwear. This approach aligns language learning
with practical applications, moving beyond traditional memorization to functional and interactive,

real-life use.

5.1 Implications and Limitations

As technology advances, the focus of language education also needs to shift to better prepare
learners for real-world scenarios. This transition reflects a deeper understanding of the role of
language in diverse real-world contexts, moving beyond the mere acquisition of vocabulary to
embracing the practical application of language in various communicative settings, including those
that depend on self-expression and cultural nuance. By placing a greater emphasis on language
functions and social interaction, language learning becomes more aligned with the dynamic and

practical needs of today's global communicators.

This is not to say that descriptive language is no longer necessary. It is just that using travel
English, especially shopping, as the distal motivator may be outdated. Educators must identify new

contexts (distal goals) where such language skills are relevant to students.

One promising area is the interaction with Al, where descriptive language is vital for
generating non-existent items. In contrast to selecting existing products while shopping, engaging
with Al to create or modify objects necessitates the use of descriptive language. This can be
incorporated into language teaching through activities that involve instructing Al, providing a

modern and engaging context (proximal goals) for students to practice and refine their descriptive
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language skills. Such a shift not only aligns with the technological trends observed in travel
contexts, but also ensures that language teaching remains dynamic and responsive to the changing
landscape of communication. In short, language education must evolve to equip learners with skills
necessary for effective communication in a world where technology and human interaction are

deeply interconnected.

5.2 Limitations

This study presents several limitations that must be acknowledged. Firstly, the small sample
size of 17 students limits the generalizability of the findings. While the results provide valuable
insights into the language functions used by these students, they may not reflect the experiences of a

larger, more diverse population of English learners.

Additionally, the participants in this study, all being college students majoring in technology,
represent a relatively homogeneous group. Their attitudes toward learning English and their
proficiency levels, although varied, may not encapsulate the broader spectrum of learners’

experiences and competencies.

The context of the study is also a limiting factor. The students were in Japan for a week-long
educational exchange, which may not be sufficient to observe a wide range of language functions

and adaptations.

Moreover, the study was conducted exclusively in the Tokyo area, a cosmopolitan city with a
high level of international exposure and well-developed tourism infrastructure. This environment
may not accurately represent language use challenges faced in less international or more rural

settings where English is less commonly spoken.

However, this last limitation does shed light on yet another aspect of language learning goal:

“to connect with the world.”

5.3 Implications for Policy: Linguistic Requirements in an International City
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The prevalent use of technology in transactions in an international city like Tokyo challenges
the notion that only with citizens of high levels of English proficiency can a city be considered
international or attract international visitors. This study suggests that global engagement does not
have to wait until all citizens acquire high level of English fluency. Instead, wise implementation of
digital communication technology can facilitate essential communication, allowing for efficient
interaction without extensive use of spoken language or language knowledge. The implications for
language policy and education are significant, pointing to the possibility of redefining the goals of

language learning as complemented by technological advancements.

5.4 Future Research Directions

This action research pilot study lays the groundwork for several avenues of future research.
Future studies should consider a broader and more diverse sample of English learners. A
longitudinal approach would allow for the observation of language development over time.
Additionally, comparing the use of language functions in technologically advanced cities against
less developed areas could provide further insights into the role of technology in language use.
Investigating the impact of academic background on language use in travel contexts could also offer

valuable information for customizing language education to diverse learner needs.

On the policy end, a more detailed study on how having a comprehensive digital infrastructure
in a city can allow more international access and connectivity, without having to wait for the
majority of its citizens to reach English fluency, may relieve some of the pressure on the Taiwanese

educational system, the teachers, and especially the learners, in the classrooms.

5.5 Conclusion

While digital communication tools provide significant convenience in handling routine
descriptive tasks, their presence does not negate the need for language learning. The study
underscores the need for direct human interaction. Language educators should thus consider

adapting teaching strategies, focusing on the evolving role of language in a world increasingly
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integrated with technology. The key lies in redefining motivators and instructional strategies,
recognizing the diminishing role of language in certain traditional contexts, while simultaneously
emphasizing its growing importance in novel, technologically driven scenarios, and in culturally
sensitive human interactions that technology cannot replace. This balanced approach will ensure
that language education remains relevant and effective in an era where technology reshapes the

landscape of communication and interaction.

Along the same line, the importance of functional, simple language needs to be emphasized.
Simple and direct language is not only beneficial for learners to understand, but also easier for
speakers to master. The use of simple language facilitates quicker comprehension and reduces
misunderstandings and misinterpretations in cross-cultural interactions, and therefore is likely to
build confidence and enhance motivation. Instead of replacing language, well-used technology by
language educators can enhance learners’ capabilities, preparing them for the demands of

interactions in a technologically advanced world.
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