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1. Introduction

Generation Z, often referred to as digital natives, constitutes a cohort that has been immersed in
technology from an early age, profoundly shaping their communication, learning methodologies, and
information engagement. While the precise inception of Gen Z is subject to some debate, with the mid-
1990s frequently cited as a starting point (Jayatissa, 2023), this generation is generally characterized by
its daily interaction with digital platforms. This pervasive technological integration is particularly
significant within educational institutions, including vocational schools, where proficiency in English
is increasingly crucial for accessing global knowledge and professional resources. For example,
students in specialized fields such as animal health are required to engage with English-language
materials, including academic publications, instructional videos, and digital resources. As a result, the
incorporation of digital tools into English language acquisition has become essential, especially in
environments where learning extends beyond the traditional classroom and necessitates heightened
student responsibility for their educational journeys.
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Many people think that Gen Z students are naturally good with technology, but research shows that
this is not always true. Research suggested that younger generations exhibit greater digital proficiency
than older generations (Abousaber, 2023; Hilda, 2024); however, digital literacy includes more than
mere technical skills, incorporating critical assessment, ethical awareness, and responsible utilization
of digital information. Furthermore, the phrase of “digital natives” has come under scrutiny owing to
discrepancies in its definition and assessment (Kirschner & De Bruyckere, 2017; Wilson et al., 2022).
Prior research mainly concentrated on general educational contexts, frequently neglecting vocational
education environments and particular study programs. Furthermore, insufficient emphasis has been
placed on the impact of digital literacy on students’ capacity to regulate their own learning, especially
in the context of English language acquisition. This gap is even more obvious in places like East Nusa
Tenggara (NTT), where differences in technology infrastructure and access may make students’ digital
experiences more challenging (Husna & Budiman, 2024; Pasaribu & Darmastuti, 2025; Wulakada,
2021, 2024). Consequently, it is imperative to analyze digital literacy not as a presumed skill, but as a
variable that may substantially affect learning behaviors.

Along with the shortcomings of the “digital native” idea, past research has also shown that Gen Z
learns and talks in ways that are not always consistent. Some studies suggest that people prefer to talk
to each other in person (Lali¢ et al., 2020), while others show that people tend to use digital
communication and stay away from direct interaction (Awalia & Zulkarnaini, 2025; Varol & Kiling,
2021; Cora, 2019; Grigoreva et al., 2021; Panagiotou et al., 2022; Tang, 2021). Additionally, traits such
as a short attention span and deficient interpersonal skills (Diaconu & Dutu, 2020; Maioli, 2016; Huss,
2023; Jiti, 2016; Fodor et al., 2017) may affect students’ participation in learning activities. These
preliminary findings suggest that technological exposure does not inherently lead to effective or
autonomous learning. Nonetheless, limited research has specifically investigated the relationship
between digital literacy and self-directed English learning behaviors, especially in vocational settings
where students are anticipated to nurture practical skills autonomously. This pointed out the necessity
of establishing digital literacy as a pivotal element that can either facilitate or impede students' capacity
for self-directed learning, particularly within English language learning contexts.

This study seeks to examine the influence of digital literacy on promoting self-directed English
learning behaviors among Generation Z students enrolled in a vocational animal health program. This
study aims to address the following research question: (1) What is the level of digital literacy among
Generation Z students in the Animal Health program? (2) In what ways do Generation Z students
participate in self-directed English learning activities? (3) Is there a substantial correlation between
digital literacy and autonomous English learning behaviors among Generation Z students? This study
aims to enhance the comprehension of digital literacy within vocational education settings and offer
pragmatic guidance for the development of more effective digital-based English learning strategies.

2. Literature Review
A. Digital Literacy

Digital literacy is broadly understood as the ability to effectively use digital technologies to access,
evaluate, create, and communicate information in various contexts. It extends beyond basic technical
skills and includes cognitive and critical competencies necessary for meaningful engagement with
digital environments. According to Abousaber (2023) and Hilda (2024) younger generations,
particularly Generation Z and Generation Y, demonstrate relatively high levels of familiarity with
digital technologies due to continuous exposure in their daily lives. However, digital literacy is not
limited to operational skills; it also encompasses the ability to assess the credibility of online
information, understand digital ethics, and engage responsibly in digital communication. This broader
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understanding highlights that digital literacy is a multidimensional construct involving not only the use
of tools but also the awareness of their implications in academic and social contexts.

From an evaluative perspective, digital literacy can be categorized into several key dimensions,
including technical skills, information literacy, and critical digital awareness. Technical skills refer to
the ability to operate devices and applications, while information literacy involves the capacity to
search, evaluate, and utilize digital information effectively. Critical digital awareness includes
understanding issues such as privacy, ethics, and the reliability of online sources. Despite the
assumption that Generation Z naturally possesses these competencies, research suggests that digital
proficiency varies depending on access, exposure, and purposeful use (Kirschner & Bruyckere, 2017;
Wilson et al., 2022). This indicates that digital literacy should be viewed as a learned competence rather
than an inherent trait. In educational contexts, particularly in areas with limited technological
infrastructure, such as East Nusa Tenggara (Husna & Budiman, 2024), students may demonstrate
uneven development across these dimensions, reinforcing the importance of examining digital literacy
in specific learning environments.

B. Self-Directed Learning in English Learning

Self-directed learning (SDL) refers to a process in which learners take initiative in diagnosing their
learning needs, setting goals, identifying resources, and evaluating learning outcomes independently.
In the context of English language learning, SDL emphasizes learners’ autonomy in selecting materials,
managing their learning pace, and engaging in continuous practice outside formal classroom settings.
With the increasing availability of digital resources, learners are able to access a wide range of English
learning materials, including videos, online texts, and interactive applications. This flexibility enables
learners to tailor their learning experiences according to their individual needs and preferences. For
Generation Z students, who are accustomed to digital environments, SDL becomes particularly relevant
as they often rely on online platforms for learning and communication.

From an evaluative standpoint, SDL in English learning can be examined through several aspects,
including learner autonomy, motivation, and self-regulation. Learner autonomy refers to the ability to
make independent decisions about learning activities, while motivation drives sustained engagement in
learning tasks. Self-regulation involves monitoring progress and adjusting strategies to achieve learning
goals. Although Generation Z students are frequently perceived as independent learners due to their
digital engagement, studies indicate that this assumption does not always hold true. Their tendency
toward short attention spans and reliance on quick digital interactions (Diaconu & Dutu, 2020; Huss,
2021; Maioli, 2016) may affect their ability to engage in sustained and structured learning processes.
Additionally, preferences for digital communication over direct interaction (Awalia & Zulkarnaini,
2025; Varol & Kiling, 2021) may influence how they practice productive language skills. Therefore,
SDL should be understood not merely as independent access to resources, but as a complex process
requiring cognitive and behavioral engagement.

C. Characteristics of Generation Z in Learning Contexts

Generation Z is characterized by its close relationship with digital technology, which significantly
influences learning behaviours and communication styles. As noted in various studies, Gen Z
individuals frequently engage with digital media for communication, often preferring instant messaging
and social media platforms over traditional forms of interaction (Cora, 2019; Grigoreva et al., 2021;
Panagiotou et al., 2022; Tang, 2021). At the same time, some research suggested that they still value
face-to-face communication in certain contexts (Lali¢ et al., 2020), indicating a hybrid communication
preference. This generation is also described as highly adaptive to technological changes, enabling them
to navigate digital environments with relative ease. However, their learning behaviours are shaped not
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only by technological exposure but also by cognitive and social factors, including attention span and
interpersonal communication skills.

Evaluatively, the characteristics of Generation Z in learning contexts can be categorized into
several aspects, including communication preferences, cognitive tendencies, and digital engagement
patterns. Research highlights that Gen Z learners often exhibit shorter attention spans and a preference
for fast-paced information processing (Diaconu & Dutu, 2020; Huss, 2021; Maioli, 2016), which may
influence their engagement with complex learning materials. Additionally, studies suggest that they
may have weaker interpersonal communication skills and challenges in expressing emotions effectively
(Fodor et al., 2019; Fodor & Jaeckel, 2018; Jifi, 2016), potentially affecting collaborative learning
experiences. These characteristics suggest that while Gen Z students are highly connected digitally,
their learning effectiveness depends on how well they can manage their engagement with information
and learning tasks. In fact, a recent study done by Budiono (2025) found that TikTok and Instagram
have a significant role in vocabulary learning in English. Thus, understanding these traits is essential
for designing instructional approaches that support both digital engagement and meaningful learning
outcomes.

3. Method

This study was conducted to examine the role of digital literacy in fostering self-directed English
learning behaviours among Generation Z students in a vocational education context. The issue was
selected based on the growing reliance on digital technology in English language learning and the
assumption that Generation Z students inherently possess sufficient digital competence. However,
previous studies have questioned this assumption, suggesting that digital literacy is not automatically
acquired and varies depending on access, exposure, and purposeful use (Kirschner & De Bruyckere,
2017; Wilson et al., 2022). In addition, disparities in technological infrastructure, particularly in regions
such as East Nusa Tenggara, may influence students’ digital experiences and learning opportunities
(Husna & Budiman, 2024). These conditions highlight the importance of investigating digital literacy
as a factor that may affect students’ ability to engage in self-directed English learning. Therefore, this
study aims to provide empirical evidence on how digital literacy relates to learning behaviours in a
specific vocational context, particularly among students in an Animal Health study program.

This study adopted a quantitative research design with a correlational approach to examine the
relationship between digital literacy and self-directed English learning behaviors. Correlational research
is appropriate for identifying the strength and direction of associations between variables without
experimental manipulation (Bhandari, 2021). The data used in this study were collected through a
structured questionnaire distributed using Google Forms. The participants, 78 students, were first-year
students of the Animal Health Study Program at a vocational higher education institution, aged between
18 and 20 years, representing Generation Z. A purposive sampling technique was employed to select
participants who met specific inclusion criteria, such as being active students within the defined age
range, as this method allows researchers to intentionally choose individuals who are most relevant to
the research objectives (Campbell et al., 2020). The questionnaire consisted of several sections,
including digital literacy, digital learning behaviour, platform usage, and self-directed English learning
practices. The items were designed using a Likert scale to measure students’ perceptions, frequency of
digital tool usage, and engagement in independent learning activities. This design allows for the
systematic collection of quantifiable data to identify patterns and relationships between the variables
under investigation.

The data collection process was conducted by distributing the questionnaire link to participants
through online communication platforms, ensuring voluntary participation and informed consent.
Respondents were asked to complete the questionnaire independently, within a specified time. The
collected data were then analysed using descriptive and inferential statistical techniques. Descriptive
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statistics, such as mean scores and percentages, were used to determine the level of digital literacy and
self-directed learning behaviours among students. The results were then interpreted to identify the
extent to which digital literacy contributes to students’ self-directed English learning behaviours. This
systematic approach ensures that the findings are reliable and relevant to the research objectives.

4. Result and Discussion

The following section presents the results of the student questionnaire, categorized based on
technical skills and patterns of self-directed English learning behavior. These findings will be discussed
(1) the level of digital literacy among Generation Z students in the Animal Health program, (2) in what
ways do Generation Z students engage in self-directed English learning activities, and (3) correlation
between digital literacy and autonomous English learning behaviours among Generation Z students.
This study aims to enhance digital literacy understanding within vocational education contexts and to
provide practical insights for developing more effective digital-based English learning strategies.

A. Technical and Operational Skill

Table 1 presents the self-assessment of technical and operational digital skills among 78 first-year
students of the Animal Health Study Program, aged 18-20, representing Generation Z. Overall, the data
indicate that students demonstrate a relatively high level of basic technical competence. Most
respondents reported positive confidence in using search engines, with 51.3% agreeing and 24.4%
strongly agreeing, making this the most familiar skill. Similarly, the ability to upload and download
files shows strong proficiency, as 53.8% agreed and 21.8% strongly agreed. These results suggest that
students are well accustomed to fundamental digital academic tasks.

In terms of using online meeting tools, although the majority still responded positively (43.6%
agree; 25.6% strongly agree), a slightly higher proportion of neutral (21.8%) and disagreeing responses
indicates that not all students are fully confident operating these platforms independently. The ability
to install or update applications also appears strong, with 55.1% agreeing and 19.2% strongly agreeing,
reflecting good operational autonomy with personal devices. However, troubleshooting basic technical
problems emerges as the weakest area. While 46.2% agreed and 15.4% strongly agreed, this item
recorded the highest neutral response (29.5%) and relatively higher disagreement levels. This suggests
that although students can use technology effectively, their problem-solving skills in technical situations
are less developed. In summary, the participants exhibit strong foundational digital skills, particularly
in routine and task-oriented activities, but show comparatively lower confidence in handling technical
issues independently.

Table 1. Technical and Operational Skill

No. Question Sfrongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
disagree agree

1. I can easily use search engines (e.g., Google) to find specific  2,2%  1,3% 20,5% 51,3% 24,4%
information.

2. I can upload and download files using platforms such as 1,3%  5,1% 17,9% 53,8% 21,8%
Google Drive or LMS.

3. I can use online meeting tools (e.g., Zoom, Google Meet) 1,3%  7,7% 21,8% 43,6% 25,6%
without assistance.

4. I can install or update applications on my laptop or 38% 1,3% 20,5% 55,1% 19,2%
smartphone.

5. Ican troubleshoot basic technical problems (e.g., internet 3,8%  5,1% 29,5% 46,2% 15,4%

connection, login errors).
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Table 2. Cognitive Information Skill

No. Question S?rongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
disagree agree
1. I can evaluate whether online information is reliable or not. 6,4% 2,6% 32,1% 44,9% 14,1%
Table 3. Self-perception and Confidence
Strongly Strongly

. Disagree Neutral Agree
disagree agree

1. I feel confident using digital tools (such as Google translate 7,7% 1,3% 23,1% 44,9% 23,1%
and Al tools) to complete English tasks critically.

2. 1 find learning English easier when using digital resources. 5,1% 2,6% 12,8% 48,7% 30,8%

3. Improving my digital literacy will help me learn English 2,6% 0% 19,2% 52,6% 25,6%
better

No. Question

Table 2 presents students’ self-assessment of cognitive information skills, specifically their ability
to evaluate the reliability of online information. The results indicate a generally moderate to positive
level of confidence, with the largest proportion of students selecting “agree” (44.9%) and a smaller
group “strongly agree” (14.1%), suggesting that more than half of the respondents perceive themselves
as capable of assessing information credibility. However, a substantial percentage of students (32.1%)
chose “neutral,” indicating uncertainty or inconsistency in this skill, while a smaller portion expressed
disagreement (6.4% strongly disagree; 2.6% disagree). These findings suggest that although many
students feel confident in evaluating online information, a considerable number may still lack strong
critical digital literacy skills, particularly in distinguishing reliable from unreliable sources.

Table 3 illustrates students’ self-perception and confidence in using digital tools for English
learning, revealing generally positive attitudes across all items. Most students reported confidence in
using digital tools such as Google Translate and Al tools, with 44.9% agreeing and 23.1% strongly
agreeing, although a notable 23.1% remained neutral, suggesting some hesitation in critical use.
Students showed even stronger agreement that digital resources make learning English easier, with
48.7% agreeing and 30.8% strongly agreeing, indicating widespread recognition of the benefits of
digital support. Similarly, most respondents acknowledged the importance of digital literacy for
improving English proficiency, as reflected in 52.6% agreement and 25.6% strong agreement, with
almost no disagreement.

Overall, the three tables indicate that the Generation Z students demonstrate a generally strong
level of digital literacy, particularly in technical and operational skills, where most respondents
expressed confidence in performing routine digital tasks such as searching for information, managing
files, and using applications. This findings in line with Abousaber (2023); Hilda (2024); and Jayatissa,
(2023) study that younger generations exhibit greater digital proficiency.

Their self-perception and confidence in using digital tools for English learning are also notably
positive, with a majority agreeing that digital resources facilitate learning and that improving digital
literacy contributes to better English proficiency. However, the findings also reveal a more moderate
level of cognitive information skills, as a considerable proportion of students reported neutral responses
when evaluating the reliability of online information, suggesting some uncertainty in critical digital
evaluation. This is in agreement with Kirschner & Bruyckere, (2017) and Wilson et al., (2022) that
digital proficiency varies depending on access, exposure, and purposeful use. In sum, while students
are technically competent and positively oriented toward digital learning, their higher-order critical
literacy skills still require further development.
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Table 4. Digital Exposure

No. Question Never Rarely Occasionally Often Always
1. How often do you access YouTube? 3,8% 14,1% 30,8% 33,3%  17,9%
2. How often do you use WhatsApp? 1,3% 2,6% 3,8% 21,8%  70,5%
3. How often do you use Google? 2,6% 2,6% 14,1% 42.3%  38.5%
4. How often do you use E-learning? 2,6% 1,3% 9% 30,8%  56,4%
5. How often do you use media social 2,6% 9% 24,4% 34,6%  29,5%

(IG/TikTok/FB/etc.) to learn English?

Table 5. Learning Behavior

<1 1-2 3-5 >5

No. Question Never hour/ hours/ hours/ hours/

week week week  week

1. How often do you listen to English audio, such as songs/  3,8% 35,9% 21,8% 23,1% 15,4%
podcast/ listening practice?

2. How often do you read text in English, such as journal 38,5% 50% 7,7% 2,6% 1,3%

article or report?
3. How often do you write in English? 3,8% 57,7%  26,9% 9% 3,8%
4. How often do you practice speaking in English? 12,8% 51,3% 20,5%  7,7%  7,7%

B. Patterns of Self-Directed English Learning Behaviours

Table 4 presents students’ level of digital exposure across various platforms, revealing frequent
and intensive use of certain digital tools. WhatsApp emerges as the most consistently used platform,
with a striking 70.5% of students reporting “always” using it and an additional 21.8% “often,” indicating
its central role in daily communication. Similarly, Google and E-learning platforms are widely utilized,
with 42.3% and 30.8% of students respectively reporting “often,” and a substantial 38.5% (Google) and
56.4% (E-learning) indicating “always,” highlighting their importance in academic activities. YouTube
usage appears more moderate, with responses distributed across “occasionally” (30.8%) and “often”
(33.3%), suggesting it is used regularly but not as consistently as other platforms. Notably, social media
platforms (e.g., Instagram, TikTok, Facebook) are also frequently used for learning English, with 34.6%
reporting “often” and 29.5% “always,” reflecting their growing role as informal learning tools. Overall,
the data suggest that students are highly exposed to digital environments, particularly for
communication and academic purposes, while also increasingly leveraging social media for language
learning.

Furthermore, table 5 presents students’ self-directed English learning behavior in terms of time
allocation, revealing generally low to moderate engagement across skills. Listening appears to be the
most practiced activity, although still limited, with responses relatively distributed across time ranges
and only 38.5% of students spending more than 3 hours per week, while a notable 35.9% engage for
less than 1 hour. Reading shows the lowest level of engagement, with a striking 38.5% reporting “never”
and 50% spending less than 1 hour per week, indicating minimal exposure to academic or extended
English texts. Writing and speaking practices are also relatively infrequent, as many students reported
spending less than 1 hour per week (57.7% for writing and 51.3% for speaking), with only a small
proportion dedicating more than 3 hours. Overall, the findings suggest that despite high digital exposure,
students’ actual self-directed English learning practices, particularly productive skills and reading,
limited and require further encouragement and support.

Tables 4 and 5 reveal a clear gap between students’ high digital exposure and their limited use of
these technologies for English learning. Table 4 shows that students are highly active in the digital
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environment, with very frequent use of platforms such as WhatsApp, Google, E-learning systems, and
even social media, which many report using often or always. However, Table 5 indicates that this high
level of access does not translate into substantial English learning engagement. Most students spend
less than one hour per week on key language activities such as reading, writing, and speaking, with
reading in particular showing extremely low participation. Even listening, the most practiced skill,
remains relatively moderate. This contrast highlights that although students are well-connected and
digitally active, they do not consistently utilize these resources to support their English learning,
suggesting a gap between digital exposure and purposeful, self-directed language use.

C. Correlation between Digital Literacy and Self-Directed English Learning

The findings indicate that high digital exposure does not appear to translate into autonomous
learning behaviour among Generation Z students. As shown in Table 4, students demonstrate high levels
of engagement with digital platforms such as social media, messaging applications, and e-learning
systems, which aligns with the characteristics of Generation Z as digitally immersed users (Abousaber,
2023; Hilda, 2024). This frequent interaction reflects strong technical and operational skills, one of the
key dimensions of digital literacy. However, as emphasized in the literature, digital literacy is a
multidimensional construct that goes beyond mere usage and includes information literacy and critical
awareness (Kirschner & Bruyckere, 2017; Wilson et al., 2022). Therefore, high exposure to digital tools
does not necessarily indicate the ability to use them effectively for meaningful academic purposes.

This is further evidenced in Table 5, which shows that students’ engagement in self-directed
English learning remains relatively low, particularly in reading, writing, and speaking activities. Despite
having easy access to abundant digital resources, most students spend less than one hour per week on
these learning activities, suggesting limited learner autonomy and self-regulation. This finding supports
previous studies indicating that Generation Z students, although digitally active, do not always
demonstrate strong self-directed learning behaviours (Diaconu & Dutu, 2020; Huss, 2021; Maioli,
2016). Their preference for quick and passive digital interactions may hinder sustained and structured
learning engagement. In line with the concept of self-directed learning, which requires initiative,
motivation, and continuous practice, the results suggest that students have not fully utilized digital
technologies to support independent English learning. Consequently, the gap between digital exposure
and actual learning behaviour highlights the need for instructional strategies that not only integrate
technology but also foster students’ autonomy and critical engagement in the learning process.

5. Conclusion

The findings of this study reveal several important insights into the relationship between digital
literacy and autonomous English learning behaviors among Generation Z students in the Animal Health
Study Program. Overall, the students demonstrate a relatively high level of digital literacy, particularly
in terms of technical and operational skills, as well as strong exposure to digital platforms such as social
media, messaging applications, and e-learning systems. This confirms that they are highly familiar with
digital environments and are active users of technology in their daily lives despite living in East Nusa
Tenggara (NTT), where differences in technology infrastructure and access may make students’ digital
experiences more challenging. However, the results also show that their cognitive information skills,
especially in evaluating the reliability of online information, remain moderate, with a considerable
proportion of students expressing uncertainty. More importantly, despite their high level of digital
exposure, students exhibit limited engagement in self-directed English learning activities. Most
respondents spend minimal time on reading, writing, and speaking practices, indicating that frequent
use of digital tools does not necessarily translate into autonomous learning behavior. Therefore, the
findings suggest that while students are digitally competent, they have not fully utilized digital
technologies to support independent and meaningful English learning.
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The novelty of this study is that it highlights the gap between digital access and purposeful
academic use, emphasizing that being digitally connected does not automatically lead to effective
learning outcomes. The study also supports the notion that self-directed learning requires not only
access to resources but also learner autonomy, motivation, and self-regulation. Methodologically, this
research provides empirical evidence from a vocational higher education context, particularly in a
setting such as East Nusa Tenggara, which is often underrepresented in digital literacy studies. By
integrating aspects of digital literacy and self-directed learning, this study offers a more comprehensive
perspective on how Generation Z students interact with technology in learning contexts. The findings
can serve as a practical reference for educators in designing instructional strategies that encourage not
only the use of digital tools but also the development of critical thinking and autonomous learning
behaviors among students.

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations that should be addressed in future
research. The study is conducted within a specific group of students in a single study program, which
may affect the generalizability of the findings to other contexts or disciplines. Future studies are
therefore recommended to involve mixed methods approaches, including interviews or observations, to
gain deeper insights into students’ actual learning practices. Additionally, further research should apply
inferential statistical analysis to examine the relationship between variables more rigorously. Expanding
the sample across different institutions and regions would also provide a broader understanding of
digital literacy and self-directed learning among diverse student populations.
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