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Abstract 
In most developed countries, young people (around 17-20 years old) are arriving at universities having 
grown up in a world in which digital technology was central to their lives. Most higher education 
institutions have successfully introduced media and new digital technology for teaching. However, the 
same cannot be said for many developing countries where access to digital technologies is much 
more limited. The aim of this paper was to study the communication habits and preferences of first 
year university students and how digital technologies are used to support these activities in a 
developing country context. Results show that students prefer WhatsApp as a main tool for 
communication over all other methods, followed by social networks and face-to-face discussions. 
Regarding study habits, students prefer clear instructions before trying something new and to study at 
home.  
Keywords: student communication, higher education, digital technology, developing country, Peru.  

1 INTRODUCTION  
There is a variety of concepts related to the use of newer technology in educational practices like  
information and communication technology (ICT), information technology (IT), digital technology (DT), 
and educational technology (ET), but  in  general  the  terms  are  used  interchangeably [1]. The 
authors prefer to use the term digital technology that means either: (a) digital information (e.g. text, 
images, audio, video) stored on a computer or other electronic devices; or (b) digital devices such as 
smartphones, laptops or cameras [2].  

In most developed countries, young people (around 17-20 years old) arriving at universities have 
grown up in a world surrounded by a range of digital and networked technologies that are integral to 
the way they live, think, communicate, as well as the way they work [3][4][5]. The internet and digital 
technologies have become a significant part of student life and have had an impact on many areas of 
higher education, for example, on teaching processes as well as learning processes [6][7]. Most 
higher education institutions have successfully introduced media and new digital technology for 
everyday practices of university teaching staff [8]. However, the same cannot be said for many 
developing countries where access to digital technologies is much more limited [9][10].  

Peru, a multi-ethnic, multicultural and multilingual country, is a developing country located in South 
America, which has one of the lowest Internet penetration rates in Latin America. In 2017, only 28% of 
Peruvian households had an Internet connection [10][11][12]. In Peru, 19.7% of people aged 15 years 
and older have a university education  [13]. Despite the economic growth that Peru had in recent 
years, Peru maintains 21.8% of poverty and 4.1% of extreme poverty; meanwhile Puno - where this 
study was conducted - maintains 34.6% of poverty and 6.5% of extreme poverty [14]. Puno is a city in 
the Andean region, southeastern Peru, located on the shore of Lake Titicaca at 3810 metres above 
sea level. In Puno, 70.4% of students between 17 and 18 years of age finish high school, but only 
14% of them attend higher education [12].  

The latest Peruvian population and housing censuses, carried out in 2017, reported that 86.1% have 
at least one ICT (understood as access to Internet, cable TV, cell phone and landline telephone 
services) [11]. Access to cell phone reached 6.912.745 households (83.8%); 1.339.539 households 
(16.2%) do not have a cell phone [11]. In Puno, 71.4% of households have a member who has a cell 
phone and 7.5% have Internet access [11].  

The range and variety of digital technologies and practices adopted by young learners are potentially 
important for enhancing our understanding of ways in which they could use digital technologies for 
academic and social purposes. While considerable research has been done to identify the views of 
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today’s learners regarding the integration of digital technologies for social and academic uses, only 
few studies have examined it in Latin America. This paper reports on communication habits and 
preferences of first year university students from Puno and how digital technologies are used to 
support these activities.  

This research takes place within a larger international research project, “Digital Learners in Higher 
Education” (http://digitallearners.ca) that is investigating how postsecondary learners in different 
institutional contexts and cultures think about digital technologies and how they use them in their 
social and educational lives. The institutions participating in this project were the British Columbia 
Institute of Technology (BCIT, Canada), the University of Regina (Canada), Rovira i Virgili University 
(Spain), the Open University of Catalonia (Spain), Universidad Continental (Peru), and Universidad 
Nacional del Altiplano Puno (Peru). This study found that today’s learners, regardless of age, are on a 
continuum of technological access, skill, use and comfort and have differing views about the 
integration of social and academic uses [7][15][16]. METHODOLOGY 

A quantitative, descriptive study was conducted at the Universidad Nacional del Altiplano Puno 
(UNAP), a public university located in in the southern region of Peru. The purpose of descriptive 
research is to become more familiar with phenomena and to gain new insight without influencing the 
behavior of the study subjects in any way [17][18].  

The survey instrument employed was a 69 item online questionnaire adapted from the Survey of 
Student Communication & Study Habits that was originally developed by Bullen, Morgan, Belfer and 
Qayyum [19]. The purpose of this questionnaire was to gain insights into the communication behavior 
and general study habits of first-year university students. The instrument was adapted for use in a new 
country to be equivalent to the original, but at the same time, linguistically and culturally adapted to a 
different context than the original [20][21], following international guidelines for the process of cross-
cultural adaptation [22]. The questionnaire was translated to Spanish by experts from the Open 
University of Catalonia (UOC) [23], but terminology was adapted to the Peruvian context.  In Spain, for 
example, computer is translated as “ordenador”, mobile phone as “móvil”; but in Peru (also in all Latin 
America) is translated as “computadora” and “celular”. 
Before claiming that the Peruvian version of the instrument was ready for application, a pilot study was 
conducted with 201 first-year students of a private university in the central Andes in Peru [24]. From 
May to June 2018, the survey was distributed via the UNAP’s official website, e-mail and through the 
institutional learning management system to all first-year students of professional schools in fields 
such as Anthropology, Administration, Accountancy, Physical Education, and Mathematical and 
Physical Sciences. Students were asked to volunteer to fill in the online survey anonymously. In total, 
158 students answered the questionnaire. Study participants were informed of the nature of the 
survey. For the aim of the research, “homogeneous” and “convenience” samples were used; settings, 
groups and/or individuals are chosen based on similar or specific characteristics (homogeneous) [25] 
and are available and willing to participate in the study (convenience) [26]. Reliability of the survey 
instrument was satisfactory (Cronbach’s α = .91). 
Respondents were all first-year students of the School of Anthropology (12%), School of 
Administration (50%), School of Accountancy (24.1%), School of Physical Education (10.1%) and 
School of Mathematical and Physical Sciences (3.8%). Participants ranged in age from 17 to 29 years 
(M. 20.05; SD. 2.63) and 54.4% were females.  

2 RESULTS 
Students were asked to indicate on a four-point scale ranging from never (1) to always (4) their views 
about what they do when they have a doubt about their courses’ content. According to their 
responses, 51.9% of students seldom talk to a professor. Most students are reluctant to a) talk to a 
tutor, coordinator (never 58.9%); and b) to talk to others students not in the program (rarely 39.9%). 
81% of respondents prefer to search online. Over half (seldom 38%; always 27.8%) of the students 
prefer personal communication with their classmates, and a majority of them try to deal with their 
questions on their own.  

Students were asked to indicate how often they use each technology (e-mail, instant messaging, text 
message, social networks, videoconference, and mobile phone) to communicate with classmates and 
professors about courses. The vast majority of students still prefer face-to-face discussions with 
classmates (seldom 40.5%; always 48.7%) and professors (seldom 29.7%; always 48.1%). To 
communicate with their professors, the vast majority of students (never 53.1%; rarely 39.9%) do not 
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prefer institutional e-mail. Over half of the students do not prefer personal e-mail to communicate with 
classmates (never 11.4%; rarely 41.1%) and professors (never 21.5%; rarely 37.3%). 

The vast majority (seldom 21.5%; always 69.6%) of students consider “WhatsApp” as their preferred 
application for communicating with classmates. Over half (seldom 34.2%; always 34.2%) of the 
students prefer to communicate with their classmates via phone, but less than half (seldom 20.2%; 
always 15.8%) communicate with their professors this way. Three-quarters (seldom 30.4%; always 
55.1%) of the students use social networks (LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter, and others) to communicate 
with classmates; the majority never use it to communicate with professors. Also, videoconferencing is 
never used to communicate with professors (93.6%). Three-quarters of students report they do not 
use videoconferencing systems (e.g., Skype, Hangouts) to communicate with classmates (never 
44.9%; rarely 35.4%) and professors (never 48.1%; rarely 25.3%). 

Students were also asked to indicate how frequently they study or work on assignments in different 
places outside of regular class time. According to their responses, they prefer to study at home 
(seldom 31%; always 59%), less frequent in a library, lab, at work or in transit (e.g., bus, car). When 
asked about their personal interests, the vast majority of students (seldom 17%; always 73%) were 
comfortable with digital technologies and 63% had very clear goals in life. Most students indicated 
they enjoyed “getting in touch with people I meet” (68%), “reading” (69.6%), and “meeting new people” 
(66%). Some students (48%) got involved in projects and activities that have an impact in society. 

Regarding study habits, 41% of the students prefer to work on assignments on their own when doing 
schoolwork. Around half of students (46%) prefer to learn by themselves, 18% prefer to study with 
friends, and 55% are used to doing several different tasks at the same time. 65% of the students 
prefer clear instructions before trying something new.  

3 DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
Results show that students prefer WhatsApp as a prefer tool for communication over all other 
methods, followed by social networks and face-to-face discussions. WhatsApp is a commonly used 
application, free, accessible, easy to use, and capable of text and multimedia instantaneous 
messaging between two or more persons [27][28]. The feature “cost free” could explains the success 
of WhatsApp that represents an important communication alternative to classic short message 
services (SMS), which often incur costs [27]. 

In recent years, instant messaging services (WhatsApp) and Facebook have become very popular 
among students; this is due to numerous smartphone applications generally offering fast and cost-
effective communication [29]. Smartphones allow people to get in touch with their loved ones and to 
stay connected with them through different applications [30]. Smartphones represent an important part 
of students’ life, because they enable young learners to communicate from nearly everywhere, access 
the Internet, check e-mails and social networks [27]. These results are in line with a research project 
run across Ethiopia, India, Peru and Vietnam which reported increase of use of mobile phone and 
internet [31]. 

In regard to face-to-face discussions, prior research in Spain (same survey) has found that students 
still prefer face-to-face conversation with both professors and peers above any other form of 
communication [7]. Recent studies have shown that (a) interacting with others through smartphone, 
meeting up and spending time with others face-to-face takes more effort and energy [32]; (b) face-to-
face interactions are interrupted not only by incoming phone calls but also by messages through 
various text- and/or audiovisual communication channels [33]. Although some research suggests that 
digital technologies, especially interactive technologies, promote and even increase face-to-face social 
interaction, others argue that these technologies allow users to avoid or replace face-to-face 
communication [34]. Young people use texting or “emoticons” (such as a smiley face) as a medium to 
express a wide spectrum of emotion and feeling [32]. Instant messaging via WhatsApp is seen as an 
easier method of communication for young people who is shy or reserved to communicate without 
embarrassing emotions [32][35]. If a student is shy, lonely and feels uncomfortable with face-to-face 
interactions, these technologies may serve as a tool to escape unpleasant situations [32][34] and this 
will impact on their capacity to interact with each other [35].  

Despite the fact that e-mail is the most traditional way of electronic communication, inexpensive, 
effective and an accepted means of communication between university students and their professors 
[36], students do not prefer either institutional or personal e-mail to communicate with peers and 
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professors. This finding is in contrast to a study from the U.S. which found that e-mail remains one of 
the most frequently used communication tools, even more than social networking sites [37].  

Regarding study habits, students prefer clear instructions before trying something new and to study at 
home. Faculty members and professors need to make sure that students understand all the academic 
guidelines. This includes clear instructions, notes, and so forth on all assignments that have to be 
completed outside of class. This finding is in line with other studies that found students need detailed 
instructions or guidelines with specific goals and deadlines in order to achieve expected learning 
outcomes [7][38][39]. 

According to their responses, students are used to do  several tasks simultaneously (multitasking). It is 
thus important that educators take into consideration facts concerning multitasking, the brain, and 
learning [40][41]. This finding is in line with Burak, who has shown that many of today’s university 
students appear to be constantly distracted and simultaneously engaging in text messaging, social 
networking, internet searching, e-mailing, and instant messaging, while doing school work [42]. Burak 
highlighted that only one task can get the full attention of a conscious mind at any time. According to 
Schulmeister, it is improper called “multitasking” because the brain processes actions sequentially 
[43]; he prefers the term “task-switching”. When one tries doing several things at once in learning 
situations, attention is divided and the amount of focused attention for any single task decreases as 
the number of demands increases [40][44]. The results of this study highlight differences between 
Peruvian university students in our sample (Puno) and students from universities in developed 
countries. The data obtained in this study was a first attempt to understand how Peruvian university 
learners use digital technologies and what are the implications of their use for Higher Education. While 
WhatsApp is currently the preferred form of contact for this cohort, the advent of new mobile phone 
technologies will affect the way students communicate and maintain contact with others. A vast 
amount of research remains to be done in this area. Digital technology is pervasive, and has become 
an integral part of the lives of today’s youth. Future research should attempt to enforce written policies 
regarding multitasking behaviors and digital technology use for academic purposes in Peruvian 
universities. In addition, future researchers should investigate these study findings across a broader 
student population; informants with more diverse backgrounds should be included. 
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