HOW THE INTERNET IS CHANGING LANGUAGE

The Internet community thrives as on the net all you have available to express yourself are

typewritten words: email superseded snail mail, Facebook swallowed the idea of calling someone, our

job hunts are effectively conducted through LinkedIn or Craigslist. It's slightly less in-your-face, but

the Internet is also shifting the words we use to speak to one another, not just the way we choose to

communicate. Our obsession with the Internet even influences the simple act of talking out loud, in

real life (IRL, if you prefer). Certain acronyms, neologisms, and abbreviations have infiltrated

everyday speech.

As we continue to live our lives online, new expressions and words will continue to develop. Just

as languages evolved before – by interacting with other languages – we will adjust the way we use

words based on what we do and see. And since what we see so often is the white glow of a computer

screen, our language is impacted by the Internet and its new ideas. For example, Twitter introduced the

idea of a "re-tweet" as an action, but people informally incorporated it into their vocabularies as a verb.

This happens regularly when new features appear online – things like "rickrolling" and "trolling" arose

from forums and spread quickly, while Facebook gave us things like "liking" and "friending". Oxford

Dictionaries wrote a blog post highlighting how Facebook introduced a variety of new phrases into the

lexicon, noting that "Facebook has given a slightly different nuance to these familiar words".

So has Internet-speak given English an unexpected boost? Even though the Internet and text

speak pervade our daily conversations, the influence of technology like SMS and Facebook on the

English language is often overstated, according to renowned linguist Professor David Crystal. "No,"

Crystal bluntly says. "The Internet has only been around for 20 years. It takes a lot longer for

permanent or significant language change to operate." "We need evidence that people are using a word

over a period of time," said Fiona McPherson, senior editor in the new words group at the Oxford

English Dictionary. Acronyms seem to anger as many people as they delight. The secret of their

success is their longevity. She says the group needs some proof that a word has been in use for at least

five years before it can earn its place in the dictionary.

When asked if he thought the Internet would eventually have a lasting impact on language,

David Crystal sounds doubtful. He downplayed the role of the Internet further down the road. "No one

should ever try to predict the long-term linguistic future of a language. But in the short-term future, no.

Think of other technological events. When broadcasting arrived in the 1920s, we saw the arrival of all

kinds of new styles, such as sports commentary and news-reading. Such things don't seriously

rearrange the system of a language. They simply extend the language's expressive richness."

Crystal sees the Internet as a thing that will offer ways to supplement English rather than seriously

disrupt it. "The occasional additional spoken abbreviation (such as OMG) is hardly a significant effect."

As the Internet is predominantly a graphic medium, most changes are noticeable there. So there have

been some novel informalities in orthography. Facebookers often type in all capital letters or omit

punctuation. Many people do it quite deliberately. Capital letters indicate intensity for the sake of irony;

omitting punctuation points to an indifferent attitude about language.

Although Crystal understated the impact of the Internet on how we talk, it's hard to deny how

younger people are bringing Internet-speak into the mainstream. The way students communicate with

one another through social media is creeping into high school classrooms. Slang terms and text-speak

such as IDK (I don't know) and BTW (by the way) have become a common sight on student

assignments, befuddling some teachers who are unsure how to fix this growing problem. Mr Wood, an

experienced teacher, says, "We're looking at some of these writing skills and what I'm noticing is that

there is miscommunication due to the fact that their communication is so limited. The problem is the

adults. We have to train adults to work with young people and hold them accountable." 

