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Abstract

The present article examines and compares the perceptions of online education and learning practice in students
from Romania and Japan during the COVID-19 pandemic, which has significantly impacted how university classes
have taken place worldwide in the last two years. Furthermore, our purpose was to examine the challenges
experienced by students as a result of transitioning from traditional face-to-face classes to online learning.
Questions arise from reviewing to what extent the students' cultures have affected their perceptions of the online
education and learning process and if there are any substantial differences in the students' feedback regarding
various online learning applications which have been used in class or otherwise tested for the first time during this
study. The originality of our approach lies in conducting a comparative study to analyze the perceptions of
Romanian and Japanese students regarding the educational process during the pandemic. According to our
knowledge and extensive research, this is the only similar research that has been conducted or published at this
moment on this topic. Furthermore, we would like to emphasize that we have investigated the students' perceptions
regarding online education during the pandemic by conducting the reviews in their native languages: Romanian
for Romanian students and Japanese for Japanese students. Another original aspect of the current study is testing
the feedback of the two groups of participants regarding various digital tools and apps used for educational
purposes: the ones who have used the apps for a long time or for the Japanese students who tried these digital tools
for the first time. The findings revealed that the Romanian and Japanese students had encountered different
challenges in terms of mental health, financial issues, worrying prospects, or varying technical problems, which
correspond to a large extent to the profiles of their countries.
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Oz

Bu makale, son iki yilda diinya ¢apinda iiniversite derslerinin nasil gerceklestigini dnemli 6lgiide etkileyen
COVID-19 salgin1 sirasinda Romanya ve Japonya'dan 6grencilerin ¢evrimici 6gretim deneyimi ve 6grenme pratigi
algilarin1 incelemekte ve karsilagtirmaktadir. Ayrica amacimiz, geleneksel yiiz yiize derslerden g¢evrimigi
dgrenmeye gecisin bir sonucu olarak &grencilerin yasadigi zorluklari incelemekti. Ogrencilerin kiiltiirlerinin
¢evrimigi 6gretme ve 6grenme siirecine iliskin algilarini ne 6l¢iide etkiledigi ve sinifta kullanilan ya da bu ¢alisma
sirasinda ilk kez test edilen ¢esitli ¢evrimici 6grenme uygulamalarina iliskin 6grenci geri bildirimlerinde 6nemli
farkliliklar olup olmadig1 gibi sorular ortaya ¢ikmaktadir. Yaklagimimizin 6zgiinliigli, Romanyali ve Japon
ogrencilerin salgin sirasindaki egitim siirecine iligskin algilarin1 analiz etmek i¢in karsilagtirmali bir ¢alisma
yiiriitiilmesinde yatmaktadir. Bilgimize ve kapsamli aragtirmalarimiza gére, bu konuda su ana kadar benzer bagka
bir arastirma yapilmamis veya yaymlanmamistir. Ayrica, salgin sirasinda 6grencilerin ¢evrimici 6gretime iliskin
algilarimi, goriismeleri kendi ana dillerinde gergeklestirerek arastirdigimizi vurgulamak isteriz: Romanyali
ogrenciler icin Romence ve Japon 6grenciler i¢in Japonca. Mevcut ¢alismanin bir diger 6zgiin yonii de, egitim
amacli kullanilan gesitli dijital ara¢ ve uygulamalara iliskin iki katilimc1 grubunun geri bildirimlerini test etmektir:
uygulamalar1 uzun siiredir kullananlar veya bu dijital araglari ilk kez deneyen Japon &grenciler igin. Bulgular,
Romanyali ve Japon 6grencilerin ruh sagligi, mali sorunlar, endise verici beklentiler veya ¢esitli teknik sorunlar
acisindan farkli zorluklarla karsilastiklarini ve bunlarm biiyiik dl¢lide iilkelerinin profillerine karsilik geldigini
ortaya koymustur.

1 This study has been presented at the International Media Studies Symposium, the 4th edition (2022), hosted by Akdeniz University, the
Faculty of Communication, Turkey, and has been awarded the “Best Paper Award.”

2 Lecturer Ph.D., Titu Maiorescu University, Bucharest, Romania, Faculty of Communication Sciences and International Relations,
cringuta.irina.pelea@gmail.com, ORCID 0000-0002-1080-9650.
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Introduction

The global COVID-19 pandemic has proved to be a major crisis that has significantly impacted both the
education sector and academia. Nevertheless, one of the prerogatives of this health crisis is that it has
unwillingly accelerated and encouraged digital innovation and progress in the educational system. The
forced shift to remote teaching has been perceived differently worldwide and has provided an open space
for discussions regarding equity access to education and the potential efficiency of a hybrid and blended
learning model as part of the future.

The Romanian and Japanese governments have reacted differently to the impact of the COVID-19 crisis
on the education industry by implementing different sets of measures. Therefore, the students in both
countries have responded differently to the accelerated digital transformation imposed by the new health
threat.

Albeit there have been studies that have investigated the students' perceptions of online education and
learning practice during the educational crises imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, there has yet to be
such a comparative study focused on exploring the perceptions of students from Romania and Japan

simultaneously.

This article reviews the relevant literature, describes the employed methodology, and then presents and
analyses the results. Finally, the study highlights the most critical aspects concerning the findings and
addresses recommendations for future research directions that could target the reshaping of the
pedagogical approach to fit online education in two different cultural contexts. The present research
results may contribute to the academic literature on online education during health crises by integrating

the cultural component into its approach.
1. Literature Review

In the context of the sudden and rapid spreading of the coronavirus known as COVID-19, on 11 March
2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) "assessed COVID-19 as a global pandemic" (WHO,
2020). The outburst of this pandemic has imposed significant and unprecedented challenges not only
for the healthcare system and its professionals (Razu et al., 2021) but also "for the higher education
community worldwide," forcing the academic staff to obey the urgent imperative of switching to online
classes (Rapanta et al., 2020). Consequently, many teachers were constrained to adjust their teaching
routine, practice, and style to the necessities of the pandemic to provide educational content suitable for
online delivery through various platforms such as Microsoft Teams, Google Meet, or Zoom (Al-
Kumaim et al., 2021).

Subsequently, Romania announced its first confirmed case of COVID-19 on 26 February 2020, whereas

the first detected case in Japan was on 16 January 2020 (Costita, 2020). In this panic-stricken
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atmosphere, at the urging of the Romanian authorities, universities have switched to online courses from
March 2020 until April 2022, while Japanese universities developed and started online classes from
April-May 2020 (Learning Strategy Research Institute, 2020).

As some researchers have pointed out, the forced isolation induced by the pandemic has contributed to
increasing the instability of the university system in Romania, simultaneously affecting both the
academic staff and the students in terms of emotional health (Butnaru, Nitd, Anichiti & Brinza, 2021).
Furthermore, the prolonged absence of specific and systematic official measures to regulate the ongoing

educational process has worsened the overall circumstances.

Likewise, Japanese universities transitioned abruptly to online lectures as part of an emergency plan in
response to the aggressive spreading of the COVID19 (Matsuda, Watanabe & Shigeta, 2021).
Nevertheless, as Matsuda and fellows (2021) state, many universities still need more resources to adjust
to the students' studying routines and are incapable of developing adequate support methods (Matsuda,
Watanabe & Shigeta, 2021).

One significant difference worth noting is that many universities in Japan have provided their students
with pre-recorded lectures (Cohen, 2020), while the norm for the Roan universities has been to offer
live and interactive online lectures (Teodorescu, Aivaz & Amalfi, 2022).

We have also conducted a systematic review of earlier (comparative) similar studies exploring online
education during the COVID-19 pandemic. There are academic reports dedicated to analyzing online
education in Romania and examining the perceptions and expectations of Romanian students for online
educational platforms (Buzatu et al., 2020; Pop et al., 2022). On this matter, Buzatu and fellows (2020)
state that the Romanian students ,,surveyed were in favor of online education, they were uncertain if the
guality of online education matches the traditional setup. Likewise, Velicu (2021) studied the 2020-
2021 school year from the perspective of online education. The scholar mentions the “inflexibility of
the system to adjust to the new situations” and that “teachers’ main concerns were covering the
curriculum and grading the students.” Other relevant conclusions of this comprehensive study are that
“the digitization of the Romanian educational system has started” and that “one of the gains of the

pandemic situation was the strengthening of the partnership among stakeholders” (Velicu, 2021).

Several Japanese-language academic papers have been identified in this regard — we focused on these
to increase the importance of the present study, given that such papers remain untranslated until now.
Most of the research is dedicated to examining the characteristics of online education, comparing online
and face-to-face classes, or investigating the perceptions of Japanese students or teachers regarding
online education (Kotaro, 2022; MEXT, 2021). A few cross-cultural studies stand apart. Hosseini and
Jahedzadeh (2021) have compared “the online education systems in the University of Tehran in Iran and
Osaka University in Japan with a focus on foreign languages education” (Hosseini & Jahedzadeh, 2021).

Moreover, other scholars dived into comparing Japanese and Chinese universities during the same



Cringuta Irina Pelea

pandemic and explored the infrastructure, development, and efficiency of such online classes in both

countries (Yang et al., 2021)

Relevant to the topic of the present study is to review the literature on the digital tools and educational

apps to be mentioned. In this regard, we will refer to Pear Deck, Nearpod, Padlet, and Flipgrid.

First, Pear Deck can work as a Google add-on or an independent web-based platform, allowing effective
synchronous learning. Based on a standard open slide or template, students can type responses to various
guestions launched by the teacher, manipulate images or express critical comments and ideas (Grandits
& Wagle, 2021). Answers can be shared later in anonymous mode, thus encouraging student
commitment in an embarrassment-free environment. Another relevant strength of this app is that it
reinforces social-emotional learning (PearDeck, 2022) and increases emotional awareness and empathy

in the pandemic context, presenting a higher risk than usual for one's mental health. (Schéfer et al., 2020)

Similar to Pear Deck in terms of interactivity, Nearpod enhances the teaching process and promotes
active learning (Hakami, 2020) and collaboration between the teacher and the students in the virtual
classroom (Dong et al., 2018) "through interactive lessons and videos, gamified learning, formative

assessment, and activities."

In addition to what Pear Deck offers, this digital tool expands the participants' level of comprehension
with the "Experience Virtual Reality" option, allowing the students to participate in Virtual Field Trips
all over the globe from the comfort of their virtual classroom (Nearpod, 2022).

Useful for e-portfolios ("Portfolios on Padlet,” 2022) and various other assignments is Padlet, a web tool
that supports interactive, collaborative (Meletiadou, 2021) and both synchronous and asynchronous
learning. While borrowing consistent social media functions such as the like buttons, it functions as a
virtual wall where students can simultaneously post various media content (photos, YouTube videos,
gifs, pdf files, web links, personalized voice messages). Another aspect for which it receives constant
praise is its accessibility. The students can access the same web page by sharing the link from different

devices, such as PCs, tablets, or even smartphones.

Finally, Flipgrid is a digital tool designed to provide "synchronous video-based discussions in fully
online courses" (Lowenthal & Moore, 2020), and it involves students recording short videos to be shared
in class or watched at each one's preferred time. The literature review on the efficiency of video-based
discussions also shows that group cohesion is more likely to increase due to long-term usage (Pinsk et
al., 2014).

The reports by Moore (2022) and Romero-Hall and Vicentini (2017) also show that video-based
discussions can improve existing connections between instructors and their students. Likewise, with
Flipgrid functioning as a video discussion platform, the comments, and potential questions can be easily
added, thus reinforcing group connection, empowering students, and facilitating emotional learning
(Moore, 2022; Romero-Hall & Vicentini, 2017).
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2. Study Methodology
2.1. Background, Motivation, and Context of Research

In light of COVID-19, education has shifted worldwide both for the academic staff and the students,
from the regular classroom to various types of virtual platforms incorporated by teachers into their
virtual classrooms. In this emerging context of accelerated virtual learning, students' perception of online
classes can depend on various factors, including one's culture, educational background, reference

system, or computer literacy.

For this comparative study, various reasons are responsible for choosing Romania and Japan as target
countries. First and foremost, there is a severe lack of research and academic literature dedicated to
comparing these two countries in a particular context, such as the one delivered by the necessity of
turning to online education. Very little is known about the cultural peculiarities surrounding the
perceptions of Romanian and Japanese students regarding their educational systems. Furthermore, no
other study has attempted this cross-cultural comparison by focusing on the problematics of online
education. From this perspective, the present research aims to address this issue and fill in the gap.
Second, conducting this research in the native languages of the students — Romanian and Japanese
language — was possible thanks to the linguistic proficiency of the author, who has consistent experience
in handling Japanese-language texts and untranslated Japanese academic resources or delivering similar

cross-cultural and cross-linguistic research.

It is an understatement to say that these countries' linguistic and cultural backgrounds are strikingly
different. On the one hand, Romania is an East-European country, a member of the E.U. since 2006, and
the official language, Romanian, belongs to the "Italic group of languages that devolved from Latin"
(Nishan, 2012). On the other hand, Japan is an East-Asian country. Whereas the origins of the Japanese
language remain a highly debatable issue, it is unquestionably "a member of the Japonic language
family" and employs a multi-script writing system composed of two syllabaries (Hiragana and

Katakana) and Kanji (Chinese ideograms) (Vovin, 2017).

Furthermore, various social and cultural differences affect the self-perception of (online) education and
learning experience. The education system in Romania has registered significant progress since the fall
of communism in 1989 and is targeted to continuously invest in delivering high-quality and equitable
education. The younger generations are high-tech savvy and fluent in at least one international language
and yet manifest distrust and, in most cases, a critical attitude toward the national educational system

(Sandu et al., 2014). Some of the most mentioned problems are:
° the lack of critical thinking, and not fully supporting the students’ creativity;

. the social disparity and quality difference in the education provided in the urban versus

the rural area;
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. the decline in academic quality and knowledge.

Japan’s educational system has a different structure, given that the academic year starts in April,

compared to Romania, which begins in September or October.

Several cultural concepts and values are also accurately reflected in Japan’s educational system.
Japanese society values the importance of vertical relationships (jougekankei, £ T BE84%), and this
applies to educational institutions, where words such as “senpai” (senior, 5£2) and “kouhai” (junior,
% 2E) are used daily. Other deeply rooted cultural concepts such as “haji” (shame, Hb), “hazukashii”
(embarrassment, B9 A L LY), “giri” (duty, ), “ganbare” (to do one’s best, TE5&k A1) are part of the

cultural mindset of the Japanese students and teachers as well. The competition is very high, leading to

the emergence of severe social problems:

o the bullying (“ijime,” E &), which led in 2020 to the suicide of 419 students (the

number represents a yearly average) (Kuwata, 2021);
° the striking economic and social disparity between students;

o the “rounin” phenomenon (JE A students who failed the university exam entrance —
many of them commit suicide due to the exceedingly high social pressure or become “hikikomori — 5|

& Z & 0,7 isolated in their rooms for years);
o the “juku” (cram, #4) schools;

° the decline in academic ability.

In the case of the present study, the initial conditions are similar in both countries; neither Romania nor
Japan has a university system purposely designed to face the challenges of extended lockdowns inflicted
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, several significant differences exist between the countries’
educational systems and cultural and social profiles. Compared to the national minimum wage, in terms
of undergraduate and postgraduate programs, the university fees are substantially lower in Romania than
in Japan. The enrolment and graduation requirements, the structure of the academic year, and the
curricula present cultural and national particularities in each country. Furthermore, as the cultural, social,
and historical backgrounds and the digital development level differ, each country’s government has

designed particular communication strategies and measures to mitigate the pandemic risks.
2.2. Method of Research

The research data has been collected using online focus group interviews. Since this study attempts to
provide insight into Romanian and Japanese students' perceptions, opinions, and patterns of thinking
regarding online education, the nature of this research is qualitative (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

Moreover, the focus group is capable of generating "emic" data (from inside the group) and disclosing
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patterns of behavior, attitudes, or opinions (Cyr, 2019; Morgan, 1996). For these reasons, collecting
answers relevant to the research questions and objectives was deemed more appropriate. The data from
the interviews were processed, coded, and analyzed using qualitative content analysis. This method
allows for classifying the information from interviews into categories conveying similar meanings
(Weber, 2008).

2.3. Research Questions
Five research questions and objectives guided this study:
v What are the perceptions of Romanian students towards online education?

v What are Romanian students' perceptions of their learning practice before/during/after

online classes?
v What are the perceptions of Japanese students towards online education?

v What are Japanese students' perceptions of their learning practice before/during/after

online classes?

v Avre there any differences between Romanian and Japanese students according to their
perceptions regarding online classes?

The interview questions to be addressed to the participants are listed below.
- How do you feel about the online classes?
- What expressions come to your mind when you think of online classes?
- Are there any positive aspects of online classes?
- Are there any negative aspects of online classes?
- Do you have any worries associated with the online classes?

- Has your learning routine/studying style experienced any changes since switching to

online?
- What are the biggest challenges you have faced since shifting to online university classes?

- How do you think Romania/Japan faces the challenges of online education in the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic?

2.4. Research Design and Participants

The study was conducted from October 2021 to January 2022 in Romania. In order to collect the data
for the Romanian students, ten sessions of online focus group interviews were performed using
Microsoft Teams. For the Japanese students, another ten sessions took place during the same period on

Google Meet. Each interview session lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. The researcher acted as the
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moderator, and an assistant (one of the students) took notes during the sessions with the Romanian
students. The researcher took notes after the sessions with the Japanese students. With the participants'
permission, the sessions were recorded, stored, transcribed, and analyzed through qualitative content
analysis. The coding took place in the following way: every significant sentence was assigned a specific
code and then we compiled similar codes in sub-themes relevant to each group of students (Romanian
and Japanese). These sub-themes reflected the advantages and disadvantages of online learning and the

perceptions and emotions of the students.

The participants were undergraduate and graduate students enrolled at state and private universities,
with an average age of 22.3 years old, and 58.9% were females. The students represented five faculties,
including Social Sciences, Journalism, Economics, Dentistry, and Foreign Languages. A total of 232
respondents took part, of which 124 were undergraduate and graduate Romanian students and 108 were
Japanese undergraduate students.

The focus group discussions also included testing various interactive online tools, such as Pear Deck,
Nearpod, Flipgrid, and Padlet, while assessing from a comparative perspective the overall perception.

All the interviews with the Romanian/Japanese students were conducted in the Romanian and Japanese
languages, an aspect worth mentioning as strengthening the accuracy of the results and removing any
translation-related language barriers that might have hindered the research. Finally, all obtained
interview data was translated into English to serve the purpose of the present study.

5. Findings of the Study
5.1. Findings of the Group Interviews with the Romanian Students

One of the significant advantages of online classes was flexibility, most of them stated. Shifting to the
digital environment equals time-saving and was perceived as very convenient, especially for the students
who came to the big cities to continue their studies. Most paid less expensive rents in Bucharest or

traveling fees at least twice a month.

The 2™- and 3"-year students usually have full-time jobs, and for those already working in the labor
market, online classes proved to be very advantageous, allowing them to mingle their studies and

jobs.

It is so safe and nice to attend classes from the comfort of your bed, dressed comfortably, and maybe take

your breakfast when the lecture begins. (T., 22y0)

In the beginning, the pandemic was a blessing in disguise for me and for all my friends with full-time
jobs. I can join the class from work. | can continue my classes and hold on to my job to pay everyday
bills. (C, 22 yo)

Romanian students expressed their dissatisfaction regarding their concentration ability during online

classes. Many of them constantly mention that it is difficult, sometimes even impossible, to focus on the
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lecture at home or in another private space. Especially 3"-year and Master's students stated that the
absence of an appropriate studying space at home had significantly impacted their learning experience

and participation in online classes.

My grandmother has Alzheimer's and we live together in a small flat. Sometimes, | have to go in the
middle of the lecture, check on her, feed her, or change her diaper. I am lucky if I understand 20% of that
class. (A., 23 yo)

I live in a small flat with my parents, grandmother, and five brothers. | could never turn on my camera

during lectures. | can barely focus on classes, and | feel it is useless. (R, 23 yo)

The COVID-19 pandemic outburst has put a strain on the Erasmus student exchange program, and some

students mentioned this negative issue:

| wanted to study in Poland this year, and | had excellent grades, which would make me an excellent

candidate. Now, because of the pandemic, I lost this chance. Everything is unstable. (B., 21 yo)

I was studying in Spain, Madrid, as an Erasmus student in last April (the outbreak of the pandemic, N/T).
I decided to come back to Bucharest as fast as possible. There was no point in staying to attend online
classes there. It surely didn’t feel like the real “Erasmus experience,” and my host university did not help
atall. (A., 23 yo)

Many of the 3 year and graduate students expressed their worries regarding the possibility of switching
back the regular classes much faster than they could handle:

I am dead worried of having to go back to uni now (since May, N/T). | will lose my job without any doubt.
I could never attend face-to-face classes and go back to working full-time. | don't understand why
authorities expec3rd-yeard year students) to go back just for a couple of weeks. It is absurd and it lacks
any kind of consideration toward every working student struggling with paying the rent in Bucharest. (C.,
23 y0)

Most students blamed their inability to focus during online classes on the heavy curricula.

We have days with four lectures and this makes us spend like 8 hours in front of the computer. Sure, we
get 10 minute-breaks but | feel it is not enough. After eight hours of studying in front of the computer, |

feel exhausted... and this happens weekly. (A., 21 yo)

Another issue affecting their studying routing and concentration power was the instability of the labor

market in Romania during the pandemic.

In these last two years, | have changed my job five times and | know that many of my colleagues are in
the same situation as | am. Many small companies went bankrupt during this pandemic. Worrying about
keeping my job makes me neglect my studies and all my assignments. | find myself working overtime for
no extra payment to convince my boss I am worth this job. I don’t know how I will put up with the exam

sessions and the graduation exam. (E, 22 yo)

Most Romanian students identified the major disadvantage of online classes as the lack of nonverbal
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communication and bonding with their friends during break time.

What | badly miss is smoking a cigar with my colleagues after lectures. Nothing in the world can replace

that feeling. Sure, we still talk on Whatsapp or video call but it is not the same. (S., 23 yo)

We are almost through our first year at the university and | don't even know what my colleagues look

like. Although | can recognize their voice. (B., 19 yo)

This situation affected as well how online seminars took place. Whereas team tasks were usual in the
face-to-face learning context, teaching and learning on platforms such as Microsoft Teams, Zoom, and
Google Meet forced the academic staff and the students to switch to individual assignments and
projects more often.

When we go back to normal, I am not sure | will remember how to work in a team. This online education
thing seems adequate for a month or two at the most. In the beginning, | was so happy. It was like a dream
but after about the first three months, it proved to be a nightmare. I work from home and I learn from

home. Everything is in front of a computer. It is very depressing. (G., 22 yo)

The same idea was supported by many Romanian participants, who stated that they spend up to 12

hours a day using the computer for tasks related to their academic studies or remote jobs.

“I would have never believed I will get to think I am sick of my computer. I have terrible headaches after

eight hours of online classes.” (M., 23 yo)

Romanian students have different learning practices and exhibit other behavior patterns in online classes,
being more prone to turn off their cameras during the course. In contrast, the Japanese students do not
(as we will see in the following section). The Romanians are more familiar with discussing and

analyzing various topics relevant to the class with the professor.
5.2. Findings of the Group Interviews with the Japanese Students

One of the strengths online classes presented compared to the usual academic setting is that the student

could choose by themselves the place from where they could attend the lecture.

The second one explicitly mentioned is the feeling of having a personalized rhythm for studying in

and outside classes.

“When I am studying alone, I think I have more time to focus on myself to see if I understand everything
but when | was going to the university | had the chance to hear other students’ opinions and that made
me think in depth.” (M., 22 yo)

Moreover, “grasping and understanding new concepts seemed easier in online classes,” Being in
one’s private space provided a certain feeling of security. If pre-recorded lectures were pre-recorded, it
was “very comfortable with pausing the video and googling in search for an answer, thus increasing
one’s absorption of the new content.” On a side note, Romanian participants had no experience with

pre-recorded lectures.
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Concerning the same matter, another participant has added:

“I have more control with pre-recorded classes. | can even fast-forward if the content is not that
interesting. For instance, when the teacher explains how the class will go on, | always skip that part. |

always work on the tasks related to my grades.” (K., 22yo0)

A consensus was that traditional university classes are more “centered on school life, “whereas online
classes are more flexible than traditional classes: one can study and attend the lectures from one’s

desired location and sometimes even at one’s ideal time.

“Since the pandemic started, I have also looked for other online classes with no connection to my studies,

because I had an interest in that kind of information” (S., 19y0)

A noteworthy advantage frequently indicated is how they spent commuting time studying online. Some
of the participants spent even up to three hours a day going to the university and characterized this lost

time as being “ % > 72 21, “mottainai.

“I always felt the commuting time is such a loss, spending so many hours just to get to university and
then to come back home. It was such a shame but now I can save that time and do useful things for my
family.” (M., 23 yo)
Several negative aspects were also discussed. The Japanese students proved to be “more worried about
the outcome of the educational process,” many of them stated that online education is less effective
in the long term than face-to-face classes. Most have expressed consistent worries about how the
pandemic will affect their grades, graduation, and future employment prospects, afraid that potential
employers might consider them less prepared. According to their statements, the pressure is higher than

in the regular classes before the pandemic.

Nevertheless, the significantly increased number of homework assignments was considered the main
stress factor during the pandemic, signalizing thus an intensifying academic pressure and expectations

from the teachers.

Attending online classes from the comfort of one's private space comes, nevertheless, with the
“disadvantage of feeling lonely” (as in “&{ L \\,” “sabishii”) since the opportunities for meeting one's
friends have decreased significantly. This loneliness was attributed to changing their learning styles and
study routine inflicted by the online classes. We refer here to “F V5V ),” “manabiai,” the custom of
studying together with one's friends, indeterminately suspended during the pandemic.

“It feels nostalgic not to take pictures at the end of the year with my colleagues and my friends. It is

something | feel | have been missing out. | have also missed sharing food with my university friends and

going out with them just to drink some tea.” (R., 21 yo)

Another participant has also mentioned:
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“At face-to-face classes, we used to talk a lot after that class. If | didn't understand something, it was
much easier to ask one of my colleagues but now because of the pandemic, we could not do that anymore.

y miss that little chat we had immediately after classes.” (Y., 23 yo)
1t-year students also related to the situation:

“In the beginning, I wished for face-to-face classes to start faster so | can make friends but now that we
started going again, | feel stressed about how many new things, places, and people | have to meet.

Everybody expects me to adapt very fast. Sometimes it feels overwhelming” (T., 22 yo)

Communication with one's friends has worsened. Most of them felt that the chances of consulting the

university staff concerning various worries were much lower.

Nevertheless, overall communication on all levels during online classes was perceived as

“emotionless.”

“It is true that there are so many chat functions and options so you can transmit the information as you
wish to do. Even so, it feels lacking in emotions. Sometimes, when we communicate, we change our
message according to our friend's facial expression which reveals how he feels about our words. I can't
do this when we communicate online. I am constantly worrying about the possibility of having told

something offensive.” (R., 22 yo)

“It feels like survival mode. Even when we spend several minutes turning on our cameras, there will
always be some students who do not wish to do so and use stuffed toys or masks to show on camera
instead of their faces. | think it must be very lonely for the teacher as well, to have to teach students

without seeing any facial expression.” (M., 22 yo)

Furthermore, they reported a “persistent physical weariness,” which they described as difficult to fight.
The Japanese students have also expressed insecurities about addressing questions in online classes,
given that they were not accustomed to doing so in classes before the pandemic. Very few opportunities

were given to ask questions during the online class and participate in interactive tasks.

From an overall perspective, the most frequently mentioned negative emotions Japanese students

associated the online classes are the following ones:

general anxiety,

- financial anxiety (related to one's risky financial situation or to the fact that some of

them were experiencing financial hardship that threatened their graduation prospects),
- job hunting anxiety (for final year undergraduate students),
- the feeling of being isolated,
- solitude,

- a sense of meaningless (as in having no purpose for a living),



An Intercultural Comparative Study
- worries concerning the learning output and long-time effectiveness of online classes.

Another issue brought into discussion by many Japanese students is the problematic Internet access in
rural areas. Data costs can rise to a prohibitively high level, especially if one has a less advantageous

contract with an Internet provider and many online classes to attend.

“To be honest, it feels like I have fewer chances than the students living in the big cities with good internet
connections. It feels unfair to have my grades and my academic results dictated by how good my

connection is. I hope most of my professors will be kind and will consider this aspect. (M., 22y0) ”

The Internet quality was also responsible for how online classes took place: sometimes, the students

would turn off their cameras, with the teacher's consent, to improve the Internet connection.

“Sometimes it was the teacher to tell us that it would be better to turn off our cameras. The Internet
connection was just too bad. And that day when we had this online class, was very refreshing. | just wore

casual clothing, without fixing my hair or having to put on makeup.” (N., 23 yo)

However, the usage of webcams during online classes was frequently regulated by the teachers, mainly

if it was the case of a virtual seminar that implied a low number of participants:

“At seminars, the professor usually told us that it is much easier to communicate if we see each other.
We needed to discuss various topics and address questions. He always recommended us to turn on our

cameras because he wants to see our faces.” (T.,22 yo)
At this point, another young female participant added:

“I would rather skip that class than show up without no makeup; it would make me feel insecure.” (S.,

23 y0)
Other students have stated, in concern to the same subject:

“Some of us even told the teacher that our PC is not working that well and because of this reason we

cannot turn on our cameras. Yet, this is not a lie you can use that often.” (M., 22y0)

“If there are no specific recommendations regarding the camera, I will not turn it on purposely.

Sometimes it feels odd.” (N., 22y0)
“I feel I have a sort of reluctance in showing my face on camera.” (N., 22y0)

In this digital learning context, some students reported that they had experienced problems using

virtual backgrounds.

>

“I'was at an online class, and I turned on my camera, in my room where I just had an “onrain nomi-kai’
(online drinking party, TN). I simply forgot that everybody in the class, including our teacher, can see my
room where the party just took place (the bottles of alcohol and leftovers of food, TN). Then, the lecturer

said to me: “That is a very interesting background you have over there.” I was very embarrassed.” (R.,

23y0)
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However, a delicate issue is that the tuition fees were not lowered, even though all courses were taught
online, and students did not benefit from any facilities their universities could have offered. A 4"-year

student explained his situation, which seemed to be relevant for a more significant number of students:
“I don't even feel like a student. I spent the last two years in front of my personal computer and I don't

even understand why I have to pay so much... I lost my part-time job, yet nobody seems to understand

how hard it is... Most of my friends think the same. It is such a waste.” (T, 23 yo)
5.3. Feedback and Impressions about Different Educational Digital Tools and Apps
5.3.1. The Romanian students

Concerning the usage of applications in online classes, the Romanian participants were already familiar
with Padlet, Pear Deck, Nearpod, and Flipgrid.

The one they appreciated the most was Pear Deck, particularly the slide that checked their stress level
or the open-ended questions, allowing them to write and share their opinions on a specific subject. It is
worth mentioning that these digital tools were used in Social Sciences and Communication lectures and

seminars.

Padlet proved to be more popular than Wakelet, allowing the students to write comments in real-time
on their colleagues' portfolios and to add social media reactions, gifs, and short videos. This app proved

to be an asset for teamwork tasks during the seminars, another reason it enjoyed such a high reputation.

Nearpod was perceived as more minor “visually attractive than Pear Deck, for instance. However, the
most enjoyable feature was the “interactive video,” edited by the teacher with specific questions tailored

to fit the objectives of a class.

The one they characterized as being the least friendly is Flipgrid, which makes them feel less

comfortable, given the premise of recording oneself and sharing the video with one’s colleagues.

‘Q Ana-MariaR. + 4 « 15zile

Discover the GHIBLI WORLD

Made with all my love for anime

Miyazaki Hayao: The Meaning of Colours

What are we talking Interesting Fact

about?

Into Reality

1.There Are

2.Transform Dreams

Studio Ghibli, acclaimed
Japanese animation film
studio that was founded in
1985 by animators and
directors Miyazaki Hayao
and Takahata Isao and
producer Suzuki Toshio.

L 2 Do

The Story Behind
The Name

RITASTY
STUDIO GHIBU

The term Ghibli is an Italian
word for a summer wind

coming from the Sahara,
affecting several countries in
North Africa and Southern
European countries. Its
name indicated the studio’s
ambitions fo be a force

YouTube

Creative P
Hayao Miyazaki, one of the
Studio’s founders and principal
directors, never uses a script in
his films. This is because he
“usually doesn't have the time”,
so just relies on spur of the
moment ideas.

Q2 Do

Kaze tachinu (2013; The Wind Rises), and K hime no

The studio’s best-known movie, Sen to Chihiro no kamikakushi (2001;
Spirited Away), won several awards, notably the Golden Bear at the

2002 Berlin Infernational Film Festival and the 2003 Academy Award
for best animated feature. Later films included Hauru no ugoku shiro
(2004; Howl’s Moving Castie), Gake no ue no Ponyo (2008; Ponyo),

More
Important
Things Than
Fear

‘ | 7.Respect And
i Care For The
«t | Environment
'~ 6.Show Kindness

Another interesting
Fact!

(2013; The Tale of the Princess Kaguya).
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To Strangers
And Creatures
Alike
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Figure 1. Sample of a Padlet digital portfolio on the topic of “Anime Culture and Japanese Media: Discover the
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Ghibli World”.

Source: A Romanian Master’s student, in the “Sociology of Entertainment Media” course. The Faculty of

Journalism and Sciences of Communication, the University of Bucharest.

padlet Q) [ CLONEAZA # PARTAJARE £}

i) Irina Pelea « mai putin de un minut

\Qf Cottagecore subculture

What does cottagecore Cottagecore as a Budding Have you ever considered Do you recall liking a photo Did you know that
represent? Anti-Capitalist Movement leaving the city behind and .| from the Cottagecore aesthetic Cottagecore hit its peak during
e, moving to the countryside? ¥ or sharing it on your Instagram the pandemic?
story? ¥ S e

mountainsioficoloradoylive

self’sustainingIhavelalgiant
herb/garden and dance

barefootiinithe'moonlight;

T BN RN

Cottagecore embodies the idea of a
simple, sustainable lifestyle, in
harmony with nature. Aesthetically, it's To Cottagecore supporters, the

anod to the traditional, romantic, and movement is a reaction against the
nostalgic English countryside capitalist-consumerist society, also an
escape from patriarchal

hierarchies and the increasing time

From early March to the end of April,
the Cottagecore hashtag jumped 167
percent, while likes on Cottagecore
posts wentup by 573 percent!

@saucyquaker-2020-7-15% o
¥q - | [ A

Figure 2. Sample of a Padlet digital portfolio on the topic of “Subcultures and the mainstream public: Cottage

subculture”.

Source: A Romanian Master’s student, the “Sociology of Entertainment Media” course. The Faculty of

Journalism and Sciences of Communication, the University of Bucharest.
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YouTube
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A Plague Tale: Innocence - Official L Trailer
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Official Story Trailer

During the Hundred Years
War the De Rune family is
torn apart by the
Inquisition. It is up to
Amicia to protect and
guide her brother in a
world sickened by the
plague.

Qo

Launch Trailer | PS4
Two brothers, Naiee and
Naia, must embark on a

journey to the Tree of Life in
order to save their ill father.
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After her mother's death,
Edith Finch returns to her
childhood home in order to

«, discover if the family curse

is real or not.




Meaningful stories

All three games feature
stories about loss, mental
illness. Fears like aquaphobia
or agoraphobia are illustrated
through game mechanics,
the player has no choice bu

Each game requires the player to
interact with the story one way or
another, there is no way you can play
these games and not get emotionally
invested at least a bit.

Moreover, the great storytelling will
(ideally) have the player wanting to play
more in order to see how events

unravel.
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Fun gameplay mechanics

Each game features fun and unique
mechanics. In What Remains of Edith
Finch you can play as a cat, be a
king, go hunting or destroy a

wedding all while exploring a house.
In A Plague Tale: Innocence you can
take down soldiers with a sling, use
alchemy to your advantage or even

control rats. In Brothers: A Tale of

Qo

Two Sons you get to fly above
ancient ruins, defeat trolls and get
chased by dogs.

Figure 3. Samples of a Padlet digital portfolio on the topic of “Video Games as Entertainment Media”.

Source: A Romanian Master’s student, the “Sociology of Entertainment Media” course. The Faculty of

Journalism and Sciences of Communication, the University of Bucharest.

Efficient communication and persuasion in cultural context.

What is the cultural context in
communication?

Cultural context refers to all those
beliefs, behaviours and attitudes
accepted by a social group depending on
factors such as location, religion, family...

This concept greatly affects
communication, as it must vary
according to culture. However, it can

alon ha nead tn narme Ant mirhlio ralatinne

Making Of
For this work, I first set out the
introduction, developing a little bit the
proposed topic. Then I did a brainstorm
of examples that seemed relevant to
me. After discarding some examples, |
chose these 3 completely different
categories that exemplify the topic.

In the Cruzcampo section, within the
Spanish beers, | have put special
affection because that campaign was
made by a professor n and we had the
opportunity to talk to all the creatives
who participated in the campaign.

In each category, there is at least one
short video that complements what is
explained in the text and some images.

Chasing the American Dream

The American Dream

T'he United States currently has a culture based on
capitalism, which revolves around the familiar
American dream. This consists of a preconceived
lifestyle based on job success, having a good house,
a good car and good family relationships. This
capitalist idea has been a form of propaganda for

The American Dream on film

On many occasions this display of capitalism can be
seen in major American films or shows. In this case,
if we consider the American dream as a brand, the
appearance of this brand in films would be branded
content. As the United States is the leading country
in cinema, we can often see communication
campaigns in American films.

Technology, the new PR format

Nowadays we find technology in everything we do,
and technology is also part of the cultural ambit,
especially in the most recent culture. That is why
many companies use technology for their
communication and public relations strategies.
Companies like Google, Microsoft or Facebook are
the leaders in this aspect because all their
advertising campaigns and communication actions
are linked to important technological advances.

& Nota Do

YouTube

We are all familiar with the sports equipment
company Nike. For the last decades Nike has been a
benchmark company in the design of sports shoes
and sportswear. But in recent years competition
between companies h:
globalisation and digitalisation, so Nike has had to
adopt a different communication, promotion and

s increased due to

expansion strategy to stay on top.

This strategy is entirely based on innovation, more
specifically on the technology of things. Nike
invests a large part of its capital in research in
order to be the first to launch technological

adunnnae adantad ta alathing In thic canca tha

Spanish beer brands: a sign of spanish
tradition.

In Spain, beer is one of the most widely consumed
drinks, even though it is not a country renowned
for it. Spanish beer brands are very characteristic
because almost all of them are a symbol of Spanish
culture and tradition, either because of their

geographical location or because of other typical
traditions.

Almost all the communication of these beer
companies is based on a Spanish cultural value that
they develop and link to their product, as [ will

Brands with geographical sentiment.

NCIA SE_UNE A LA R

Another key aspect in the brand creation of these
brewing companies is the geographical location, as

some of them take advantage of it as a cultural
context. Alhambra is a beer from the city of
Granada, whose values are the city itself and its
surroundings. Its most striking feature is its
packaging, which is inspired by the Alhambra
palace. This is also a form of communication
because the packaging includes a lot of relevant
information for the customer.

Estrella Galic a beer from the north of Spain
known for being a sponsor of the famous series La
Casa de Papel and Spanish motor sportsmen such
as Formula 1 driver Carlos Sainz or Moto Gp rider

Marc Marquez. Since the communication strategy

was based on sponsorship, the brand has taken a
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Figure 4. Samples of a Padlet digital portfolio on the topic of “Efficient communication and persuasion in

cultural context”.

Source: A Spanish Erasmus student, the “Strategies of efficient communication in Public Relations” course. The

Faculty of International Relations and Sciences of Communication, Titu Maiorescu University.

Communication and public relations strategies for the public/private/non-profit sector
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public corporates in Spain

Real Madrid: a private corporate
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Oxfam Intermon: how a Non Profit
organization can save thousands of

lifes.

.YouTu'beI @ 4 iy [

B P
e
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I
T'he public relations can be defined like a way of
communication to increase the confidence

between a corporate and its stakeholders or
used as an effective method of persuasion. In
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spanish culture.

‘I'ne strategy ot expansion in the
East.

Transparency, the main value.

4 Nota

A train to the future.

During the early 2000s the club carried out a
expansion communication strategy in the

east countries, mainly Japan and China. The
football was booming in this countries and

YouTube

Oxfam In
there were not important teams to follow so ) X
Oxfam stands out as one of the most

they prefered to become fans of the biggest % o 3
transparent Non Profit association in Spain. On

teams in leagues such as Spain or England.

The differences between public relations in the 3 This strategy consisted of founding football

their website they show how the money

sectors lie mainly in the purpose sought. For
public companies, public relations is mainly a

donated by their collaborators is distributed.

academies in Japan, provides platforms for »
Almost 50% of the money is allocated to the

viewing matches and playing friendly N
development of the neediest populations and

matches in the entire asiatic continent.

way of informing the population, and by this way

they must win public opinion in favour of the As | said before, RENFE was split in two only 13% is kept for administration and
companies the 1 of January of 2005 due to
the new European Union economic
directives. The new RENFE became in the all
travellers transport operator. To begin with,

e Al (PSP T e

government and its actions, as these actions are fundraising. With this strategy, they seek to gain

Since then, Real Madrid has continued with
this strategy and today it is the team with
the most followers in the East. In recent
years they have created other campaigns

reflected in public institutions. the trust of the target group and thus

exponentially increase the probability that

In private companies the final objective is even
clearer: to sell. Through the use of public

people will donate to their cause.

Figure 5. Samples of a Padlet digital portfolio on the topic of “Spain: Communication and public relations

strategies for the public/private/non-profit sector”.

Source: A Spanish Erasmus student, the “Public Relations for the public, private, and non-profit sectors” course.

The Faculty of International Relations and Sciences of Communication, Titu Maiorescu University.
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Stress Check

0

I'mina
good space
and can
focus

Something
is bothering
me, but |
can still
focus

10

| can’t
manage my
emotions or
behaviors
right now

stUdentS, drag the icon! Pear Deck Interactive Slide

I'm a little confused Stop, | need help!

‘k Students, drag the icon! Pear Deck Interactive Slide

Figure 6. Samples of interactive Pear Deck slides promoting emotional learning.

Source: Pear Deck official website.
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Start a Mind Map by drawing or typing anywhere:

DOCUMENTARY

Students, draw anywhere on this slide!

Figure 7. Samples of Pear Deck interactive slides designed by the professor/author for online classes.
Source: Personal database.
5.3.2. The Japanese students
No Japanese participant was familiar with any interactive applications designed to be integrated into the

online education process, increase the attractiveness of the content, and adjust the students (e.g., Pear
Deck, Nearpod, Flipgrid).
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The Japanese students were asked to test these four digital tools mimicking an online English class

(intermediate level).

Regarding Pear Deck, most of them said they perceive it as “ideal for seminars” but not for the usual
lectures. Sharing anonymized answers for discussion is “efficient.” It is a feature highly compatible with

the cultural background of the students.

“I would be more relaxed knowing that if | make a mistake, nobody will know it was me, and | would still

get the chance to correct it. This seems awesome.” (R., 22 yo)
Padlet was appreciated for the comments section:

“For sure, it is much better than the usual PPT presentation. It would be nice to present a project in class

and my colleagues to leave encouraging comments, which would make me smile, I think.” (T., 22 yo)
However, it was perceived as adequate for humanities, foreign languages, and social sciences students.

“It seems very interesting but I am not sure how we could use that in Economics. It would be nice to study

English using this. I would feel motivated”. (S., 22 yo)

Although Pear Deck has several template slides for Mathematics, the students perceived those slides as

“inconsistent” and “unlikely to fit our classes.”

Nearpod was characterized as “simple” and “not that attractive” in terms of aesthetics. The gaming

feature “had potential,” but it is “overly simplistic” to make one study more using it.

Finally, Flipgrid could be used in the virtual classroom instead of holding a public speech in person in

an open space:

“I would feel at ease knowing that I have to record a video of myself and show is how teacher and
colleagues, instead of giving a speech in a full room of people. I am very emotional and | get embarrassed
very fast. However, it would be practical to know beforehand that we will be using this at class... to put

on my makeup, even though the filters are very useful...” (M., 22 yo)

6. Limitations of the Research

One of the limitations encountered is culturally rooted, meaning that most Japanese students were
reluctant to express less favorable opinions regarding the teaching process and their satisfaction with
the learning practice. Furthermore, most of these students shared a certain shyness about the researcher,
who was perceived in the first online sessions more as a “professor” instead of an interviewer. We had
to “read” through their reluctance and interpret their answers through the lenses of Japanese culture and

etiquette.

Expressing their opinions about the problems and difficulties they had struggled with in online classes
was the most challenging aspect. It was much easier to conduct the interviews with the Romanian
students, who confessed to being very comfortable with the environment, as they were already

acquainted with the researcher as their teacher.
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Another limitation is related to the schedule of the group interviews, which were initially planned to
cover twelve weeks but were extended up to fourteen weeks. Finally, as the interviews were conducted
online, important information dictated by the participant's body language might have been omitted,

irrespective of their nationality.
Conclusions

The current study explored the perceptions of Romanian and Japanese students regarding the teaching
and learning practices associated with online university classes during the consecutive lockdowns
enforced by the COVID-19 pandemic.

A significant practical implication of this research is that it hints at how digital tools could be adjusted
to fit from a cultural and social perspective to Japanese online university classes (for instance, some
Japanese students express their lack of comfort when they had to assess their stress of comprehension
level with ready-made Pear Deck slides, unlike the Romanian students who appreciated the most this
feature).

A social implication is that the study presented two different online educational models from two distant
countries (in terms of geographical distance and culture).

Therefore, further (qualitative) research can be conducted to analyze how the online education process
can be tailored according to the students' cultures to increase their learning motivation and overall
efficiency of the teaching process. The research findings conclude that both groups of participants
manifested consistent dissatisfaction regarding online education, which is to be attributed more likely
to the online environment and digital platforms and not particularly to the didactic practices of the
academic staff. Nevertheless, the Japanese students expressed more interest in the online courses and
were more eager to prove their engagement than the Romanian students. Furthermore, consistent gender
differences arose among the Japanese participants, whereas neutrality was characteristic for the

Romanian youngsters.

On the one hand, the Romanian participants enjoyed the experience thanks to the time-saving
opportunity they were provided, allowing them to keep full-time jobs while also studying. On the other
hand, the Japanese participants mentioned the same time-saving factor, albeit they associated it with the
culturally-specific commuting time they would have otherwise lost on their way to university. The later
ones proved to have firm expectations of being delivered the information (they are more focused on

passive learning).

The Romanians were more focused on the present situation. In contrast, the Japanese constantly worry
about how the pandemic will affect their future job prospects and negatively influence employers'
opinions regarding their abilities and knowledge. On a side note, no Romanian students have manifested

this worrying issue.
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Regarding interactivity in class and usage of specific educational apps and digital tools, the Romanian
students manifested more experience and knowledge, engaging more in conversation analysis with the
professor. In contrast, Japanese students were accustomed to the one-direction, monotonous teaching

method, and traditional out-of-class projects and assignments.

It is worth pointing out the intrinsic impact of the participant’s language and culture on their perceptions
concerning online education. For instance, Romanian students have frequently associated online classes

with negative emotions expressed by “stronger” words such as “stressful,” “ambiguous,” and “unsure,’

while the Japanese ones have indicated culturally-specific words corresponding to well-rooted socio-

99 ¢ 99 €y

cultural values, such as “embarrassing,” “difficult,” “not that interesting,” “hard,” “lonely,” “isolated,”

or “unease.”

Nevertheless, digital educational tools do not seem to be tailored to fit Japanese students' cultural and
social profiles. Albeit, in most cases, the official websites of the apps and the user interface have been
translated into Japanese, some of them (e.g., Pear Deck) proved to be more culturally accessible to the

Romanian students.
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