Crowther Journal of Arts and Humanities, Volume 1, Number 6, November, 2024

Exploring the Impact of Social Media on Language use and Literacy Skills

Chika Obiageli Ezeudo, Ph.D
Department of Linguistics
Nnamdi Azikiwe University, Awka

Abstract

This study examines the impact of social media on language use and literacy skills,
exploring both positive and negative effects. The research reveals that social media has
transformed language use, introducing new vocabulary, abbreviations, and acronyms,
while simplifying grammar and syntax. Social media platforms, such as Twitter, Instagram,
and TikTok, have created new discourse practices, including hashtags and @mentions. The
study finds that social media has both empowered and challenged individuals in their
language use and literacy skills. While it offers opportunities for language learning and
exposure to diverse language varieties, it also poses risks such as decreased attention span,
informal language use, and superficial reading habits. Findings include: Social media has
expanded vocabulary and introduced new language use practices. Social media prioritizes
brevity and informality, simplifying grammar and syntax. Social media platforms have
created new discourse practices, including hashtags and @mentions. Social media has both
positive and negative effects on literacy skills, including reading and writing. The study
concludes that understanding the impact of social media on language use and literacy skills
is crucial for educators, policymakers, and individuals navigating the digital landscape.
The research provides insights for promoting effective language use and literacy skills in

the digital age.
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Introduction

The influence of social media on language use and literacy skills has been a topic of
increasing interest in recent years. As social media continues to evolve and shape the way
we communicate, researchers have been investigating its impact on our linguistic and
literacy abilities. A study published in 2023 by the Journal of Language and Linguistics
found that social media use is associated with increased exposure to informal language and
abbreviations, potentially leading to a decline in formal language use (Lee, 2023). Another
study published in 2024 by the International Journal of Literacy, Culture, and Language
Education discovered that social media can have both positive and negative effects on
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literacy skills, depending on the context and purpose of use (Kim, 2024). Research has also
explored the impact of social media on specific language skills, such as writing. A (Garcia,
2023) study published in the Journal of Educational Computing Research found that social
media can improve writing skills in certain contexts, such as collaborative writing and
feedback (Garcia, 2023). However, other studies have raised concerns about the potential
negative impacts of social media on language use and literacy skills. For example, a 2024
study published in the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy found that excessive social
media use can lead to decreased attention span and deep reading skills (Jenkins, 2024). This
raises concerns about the impact on language skills, particularly among young people. The
widespread use of social media has also led to a decline in face-to-face interactions,
potentially affecting communication skills and deep reading habits. The rise of social media
has also changed the way we consume and process information. With the constant stream
of updates, notifications, and newsfeeds, our attention span has decreased, and our ability
to engage in critical thinking and reflective reading has been compromised. Moreover,
social media platforms prioritize visual content over written text, potentially affecting
literacy skills and reading comprehension. The advent of social media has transformed the
way people communicate, interact, and share information. Social media platforms, such as
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and WhatsApp, have become an integral part of modern life,
with billions of users worldwide (Kemp, 2022). The widespread adoption of social media

has raised important questions about its impact on language use and literacy skills.

Language is a fundamental aspect of human communication, and its use is shaped by the
social and cultural contexts in which it is employed (Halliday, 1978). The rise of social
media has created new contexts for language use, with unique characteristics that
distinguish it from traditional forms of communication (Thurlow & Mroczek, 2011). Social
media platforms are characterized by their brevity, informality, and interactivity, which can
influence language use in profound ways (Crystal, 2011). Literacy skills, including reading,
writing, and critical thinking, are essential for effective communication in the digital age
(International Literacy Association, 2019). Social media can both support and undermine
literacy development, depending on how it is used (Kirschner & Karpinski, 2010). On the
one hand, social media can provide opportunities for language learning and practice, as well
as access to a vast array of texts and resources (Thorne & Black, 2007). On the other hand,
excessive social media use can lead to a decline in deep reading skills, critical thinking, and
nuanced language use (Carr, 2010). This study aims to explore the complex relationship
between social media use and language use and literacy skills. The research will examine
the ways in which social media influences language use, including the adoption of new
linguistic forms, the blurring of boundaries between formal and informal language, and the

impact on traditional literacy skills. The study will also investigate the potential benefits of
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social media for language learning and literacy development, including increased access to
resources, opportunities for collaboration and feedback, and the development of new forms
of literacy. Furthermore, social media has created new forms of language use, such as
hashtags, memes, and emojis, which have become an integral part of online communication.
While these new forms of language use have opened up new avenues for creativity and self-
expression, they also raise concerns about the erosion of standard language norms and the

potential impact on language skills.

The impact of social media on language use and literacy skills is a complex and multifaceted
issue, requiring a comprehensive and systematic investigation. This research goes further
to explore the effects of social media on language skills, including grammar, vocabulary,
and spelling, as well as literacy skills, including reading comprehension and writing
abilities. By examining both the positive and negative consequences of social media on
language use and literacy skills, this research aims to contribute to our understanding of the
impact of social media on language and literacy development. This research explores the
effects of social media on language use and literacy skills, examining both the positive and

negative consequences.

Research Questions
1. How does social media use affect language skills, including grammar, vocabulary,
and spelling?
2. What is the impact of social media on literacy skills, including reading
comprehension and writing abilities?
3. Are there any differences in language use and literacy skills between social media

users and non-users?

Significance

This research will contribute to our understanding of the impact of social media on language
use and literacy skills, informing strategies for language education and literacy
development. It will also provide insights for social media platforms to promote language

awareness and literacy skills among users.

Positive impacts on language use

Increased communication and connectivity: Social media has made it easier for people to
connect with each other, regardless of geographical distance. This has led to an increase in
communication, fostering global understanding and collaboration. Improved language
skills: Social media platforms provide opportunities for users to practice their language
skills, such as writing, reading, and speaking. This can be especially beneficial for language
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learners. Access to information and resources: Social Media offers a vast array of

information and resources, enabling users to access knowledge and learn new things.

Negative impacts on language use

Decline in formal language use: Social media's informal nature has led to a decline in formal
language use, with users relying on abbreviations, acronyms, and colloquialisms.
Overreliance on technology: Excessive social media use can lead to a decrease in face-to-
face communication, potentially hindering verbal communication skills. Misinformation
and disinformation: Social media platforms can spread false information, contributing to

the dissemination of misinformation and disinformation.

Impact on literacy skills

Decreased attention span: Social media's fast-paced, bite-sized content can lead to a
decrease in attention span, making it challenging for users to engage with longer, more
complex texts. Changes in reading habits: social media has altered the way we consume
information, with users often scanning headlines and summaries rather than reading in-
depth articles. Reduced critical thinking: Social media's algorithm-driven feeds can create
"filter bubbles," limiting users' exposure to diverse perspectives and reducing critical
thinking skills.

Review of Existing Research

Positive Effects of Social Media on Language Use and Literacy Skills

Increased writing practice: Social media platforms provide opportunities for users to engage
in writing activities, such as blogging, microblogging, and commenting (Thorne & Black,
2007). They observed that, social media platforms can provide opportunities for language
practice, literacy development, and socialization. Key findings from their study include:
Online communities which can foster language learning and literacy development through
collaborative and interactive activities; social media providing access to diverse language
resources, including texts, videos, and audio materials and computer-mediated
communication can facilitate language use and practice, particularly for marginalized or

minority language groups.

Access to resources: social media can provide access to a vast array of linguistic resources,
including language learning materials, dictionaries, and thesauri (Kessler, 2010). In his
study, Kessler (2010) explores how social media can provide access to resources for
language learning. He argues that social media platforms can offer a wide range of linguistic
resources, including: Language learning materials: online courses, tutorials, and exercises;

authentic materials: news articles, videos, podcasts, and social media posts; interactive
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resources: online communities, forums, and discussion groups and multimodal resources:
images, videos, and audio files. Kessler's study highlights the potential of social media to
provide learners with access to diverse and authentic language resources, which can
enhance language learning and literacy development. Key findings in Kessler’s study
include: social media providing learners with access to a vast array of linguistic resources.
Learners can take on the role of designers, creating their own learning materials and
resources. And lastly, social media can facilitate collaborative language learning and
resource-sharing. His study demonstrates how social media can expand access to language
resources, particularly for learners with limited access to traditional language learning
materials. Collaborative learning: social media can facilitate collaborative language
learning and practice, through online communities and forums (Warschauer, 2007).
Warschauer (2007) discusses the potential of social media to facilitate collaborative
learning in language classrooms. He argues that electronic conversations, such as online
discussions and collaborative writing, can foster learner autonomy and agency; encourage
peer-to-peer feedback and support; develop critical thinking and problem-solving skills and
provide opportunities for authentic language use. Warschauer (2007), highlights the
importance of designing collaborative learning activities that take advantage of social
media's affordances, such as: Online discussion forums, collaborative writing tools (e.g.,
wikis, Google Docs) and social networking platforms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter).
Warschauer key findings include: Collaborative learning activities which can enhance
language learning and literacy development, social media facilitating communication and
collaboration among learners and teachers designing activities that leverage social media's
affordances to promote collaborative learning. Warschauer (2007) provides practical
guidance for teachers on how to integrate social media into their teaching practices to

promote collaborative learning and language development.

Negative Effects of Social Media on Language Use and Literacy Skills

Decline in deep reading: Excessive social media use can lead to a decline in deep reading
skills, as users are exposed to bite-sized, superficial texts (Carr, 2010). In "The Shallows",
Carr (2010) argues that excessive internet use, including social media, can lead to a decline
in deep reading skills. He contends that the internet's constant stream of information and
distractions can: Reduce attention span and ability to focus, weaken critical thinking and
analytical skills, impede retention and recall of information; and favor skimming and
scanning over deep reading. Carr suggests that social media's bite-sized, superficial content
can condition users to expect and prefer brief, easily digestible information, rather than
engaging in sustained, in-depth reading. Carr’s key findings include: Excessive internet use
can lead to a decline in deep reading skills, social media's format and content can contribute

to superficial reading habits, and deep reading is essential for critical thinking, analytical
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skills, and knowledge retention. Carr's book sparks important discussions about the impact
of social media and the internet on our reading habits, cognition, and intellectual capacities.

Language fragmentation: Social media can contribute to language fragmentation, as users
are exposed to non-standard language varieties and abbreviations (Crystal, 2011).In
"Internet Linguistics", Crystal (2011) explores the concept of language fragmentation in the
context of social media and computer-mediated communication. He argues that the internet
and social media can lead to: Language fragmentation: the breakdown of language into
smaller, specialized varieties; linguistic diversification: the creation of new language forms,
such as texting language, emojis, and hashtags; language hybridization: the blending of
languages and language varieties. Crystal suggests that social media platforms can facilitate
language fragmentation by: Enabling users to create and share content in niche languages
or dialects, providing spaces for specialized languages, such as technical jargon or slang
and allowing for the rapid dissemination of new language forms and conventions. Crystal’s
key findings include: social media contributing to language fragmentation and
diversification, new language forms and conventions emerge in online contexts and
language hybridization occurs through the blending of languages and varieties online.
Crystal's work highlights the dynamic and constantly evolving nature of language in the
digital age, and the need for linguists to study and understand these changes.

Cyber bullying and online harassment: social media can be a site for cyber bullying and
online harassment, which can negatively impact language use and literacy skills (Hertz,
2017). Hertz (2017) examines the relationship between social media and cyber
bullying/online harassment. She argues that social media platforms can facilitate:
Anonymity and pseudonymity, allowing perpetrators to hide their identities, persistence and
permanence, making online harassment difficult to escape and bystander apathy, as
witnesses fail to intervene or report incidents. Hertz highlights the impact of cyber bullying
and online harassment on individuals, including: Emotional distress and mental health
1ssues, social isolation and decreased self-esteem and fear of online environments and
reduced participation. Hertz’s key findings include: Social media can enable and amplify
cyber bullying and online harassment, victims experience significant emotional and
psychological harm and platforms and users must take responsibility for preventing and
addressing online harassment. Hertz's work emphasizes the need for comprehensive
approaches to address cyber bullying and online harassment, involving education, policy,

and platform accountability.

Mixed Findings and Limitations of Existing Research

Correlational vs. causal relationships: Many studies have found correlational relationships

between social media use and language use/literacy skills, but few have established causal
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relationships (Kirschner & Karpinski, 2010). In their study, Kirschner and Karpinski (2010)
investigate the relationship between Facebook use and academic performance. They argue
that: Correlational research has found a negative relationship between Facebook use and
academic performance. However, this correlation does not necessarily imply a causal
relationship. Other factors, such as motivation, self-regulation, and learning strategies, may
influence both Facebook use and academic performance. The authors suggest that:
Facebook use may be a symptom of underlying issues, rather than the cause of poor
academic performance. Students who struggle academically may be more likely to use
Facebook as a coping mechanism or distraction. Key findings of Kirschner and Karpinski's
study include: Correlation between Facebook use and poor academic performance does not
imply causation. Underlying factors, such as motivation and self-regulation, may influence
both Facebook use and academic performance; facebook use may be a symptom of
underlying issues, rather than the cause of poor academic performance. Kirschner and
Karpinski's study highlights the importance of considering multiple factors and avoiding
oversimplification when examining the relationship between social media use and academic

performance.

Methodological limitations: Much existing research has relied on self-report surveys and
questionnaires, which may be subject to biases and limitations (Thurlow & Mroczek, 2011).
Thurlow and Mroczek (2011) discuss methodological limitations in researching new media
and learning, including: Self-report surveys and questionnaires: reliance on participants'
self-reported data, which may be subject to biases and limitations. Correlational designs:
failure to establish causal relationships between new media use and learning outcomes.
Small-scale, localized studies: limited generalizability to broader populations and contexts.
Lack of longitudinal designs: neglect of long-term effects and developmental changes.
Overemphasis on individual learning: neglect of social, cultural, and contextual factors. The
authors emphasize the need for: Mixed-methods approaches: combining qualitative and
quantitative methods to provide a more comprehensive understanding. Longitudinal and
cross-sectional designs: examining developmental changes and broader trends. Contextual
and cultural considerations: accounting for social, cultural, and environmental factors.
Critical perspectives: examining power dynamics, inequalities, and ethical concerns.
Thurlow and Mroczek (2011) key findings include: Methodological limitations which can
impact the validity and generalizability of research findings, diverse research approaches
and designs are necessary to fully understand new media and learning, contextual, cultural,

and critical considerations are essential for comprehensive research.
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Theoretical Framework
The impact of social media on language use and literacy skills can be understood through
the lens of several theoretical frameworks. This section will explore the following
frameworks:

1. Social Constructivist Theory (SCT)

2. New Literacy Studies (NLS)

3. Socio-cultural Theory (SCT)

Social Constructivist Theory (SCT):

SCT posits that language and literacy skills are constructed through social interactions and
negotiations (Vygotsky, 1978). Social media platforms provide opportunities for users to
engage in social interactions, share knowledge, and co-construct meaning.

New Literacy Studies (NLS):
NLS emphasizes the importance of understanding literacy as a social practice, shaped by
cultural, historical, and social contexts (Gee, 1996). Social media has given rise to new

forms of literacy, such as multimodal literacy, which combines text, images, and videos.

Socio-cultural Theory (SCT)
SCT highlights the role of culture and social context in shaping language use and literacy
skills (Vygotsky, 1978). Social media platforms reflect and shape cultural norms, values,

and beliefs, influencing language use and literacy practices.

Analysis

Social media has revolutionized the way we communicate, interact, and share
information. This analysis explores the impact of social media on language use and

literacy skills.

Here are some words associated with Facebook:
1. Like

. Share

. Comment

. Post

. Profile

. Friend

. Follow

. Newsfeed

. Timeline

O 0 3 N D B~ W N
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10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
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Status
Update
Tag
Hashtag
Emoji
Reaction
Messenger
Group
Page
Algorithm
Notification

Additionally, Facebook has also introduced new words and phrases into the lexicon, such

as:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

"Facebook me" (meaning to send someone a message or request on Facebook)
"Friend request" (a request to connect with someone on Facebook)

"Unfriend" (to remove someone from your friends list)

"Defriend" (to remove someone from your friends list)

"Facebook stalking" (the act of monitoring someone's Facebook activity without

their knowledge)

Here are
1

1
1
1
1
1
1

O 0 3 O L A W N

some words associated with Twitter:
. Tweet

. Follow

. Follower

. Hashtag (#)

. (@mention

. Retweet (RT)

. Like

. Reply

. Direct Message (DM)

0. Timeline

1. Trending

2. Handle (@username)
3. Bio (biography)

4. Avatar (profile picture)
5. Header (profile banner)
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Additionally, Twitter has also introduced new words and phrases into the lexicon, such as:

1.

"Tweetstorm" (a series of connected tweets)

2. "Thread" (a series of connected tweets)

3. "Tweetup" (a meeting or gathering of Twitter users)
4.
5
6
7

"Twitterverse" (the Twitter community or ecosystem)

. "Tweeps" (Twitter users)
. "Twitterati" (influential or prominent Twitter users)

. "Hashtag campaign" (a marketing or awareness campaign using a specific

hashtag)

Here are some words associated with Instagram:

1

O 0 3 O L &~ LW DN

. Post

. Follow

. Follower

. Like

. Comment

. Hashtag (#)
. Tag

. Story

. Reel

10. IGTV (Instagram TV)
11. Feed

12. Profile

13. Bio (biography)

14. Avatar (profile picture)
15. Highlight

Additionally, Instagram has also introduced new words and phrases into the lexicon, such

as:

O 00 3 &N L A W N —

. "Insta" (short for Instagram)

. "Instafamous" (famous on Instagram)

. "Influencer" (a user with a large following and influence)

. "Sponsored post" (a paid advertisement)

. "Instagrammable" (worthy of being posted on Instagram)

. "Selfie" (a self-portrait photo)

. "Story takeover" (when another user takes over your story for a day)
. "Reel it in" (to create a engaging Reel)

. "Go live" (to broadcast live on Instagram)
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10. "Swipe up" (to navigate to a link or website)

Here are some words associated with TikTok:
1. Video

. Clip

. Create

. Share

. Follow

. Follower

. Like

. Comment

. Hashtag (#)

10. Challenge

11. Dance

O 0 3 N L B W N

12. Lip-sync
13. Reaction
14. Effect
15. Filter

Additionally, TikTok has also introduced new words and phrases into the lexicon, such
as:

. "TikTok famous" (famous on TikTok)

. "TikToker" (a user who creates content on TikTok)

. "For You Page" (the main feed of curated content)

. "FYP" (short for For You Page)

. "Viral" (content that spreads rapidly online)

. "Trending" (popular or trending content)

. "Duets" (a feature to create videos with others)

. "Reaction" (a feature to respond to videos)

O 0 3 N L A W N =

. "Effects" (visual filters and enhancements)

10. "Glow up" (a transformation or improvement)
11. "Slay" (to excel or do exceptionally well)

12. "Tea" (gossip or juicy information)

13. "Spill the tea" (to share gossip or information)
14. "No cap" (no lie or no exaggeration)

15. "Simp" (someone who is overly invested in or infatuated with someone)
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Language Use:
1. Vocabulary:
- Abbreviations (e.g., "LOL", "TBH") and acronyms (e.g., "FOMO", "YOLO") have
become integral to online language (Crystal, 2011).

-‘-.
.3

[ =L

.o . T . . .
- Emojis and emoticons (e.g., , ) convey emotions and tone, enriching

vocabulary.

2. Grammar and syntax:
- Social media platforms prioritize brevity, leading to simplified sentence structures
and reduced grammatical complexity (Thurlow & Mroczek, 2011).
- Hashtags (#) and @mentions create new grammatical structures.

Literacy Skills:
1. Reading:
- Social media's bite-sized content improves reading comprehension, but may also lead
to superficial reading habits (Carr, 2010).
- Infographics and visual content enhance reading experiences.
2. Writing:
- Social media encourages writing, but often prioritizes brevity and informality,
potentially negatively impacting writing skills (Kirschner & Karpinski, 2010).

- Twitter's character limit (280 characters) exemplifies concise writing.

Examples:
- Twitter:
- Vocabulary: #Hashtag campaigns (e.g., #MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter) create new
words and meanings.

- Grammar and syntax: @mentions and hashtags create new sentence structures.

- Instagram:
- Reading: Visual content (images, videos) enhances reading experiences.

- Writing: Captions and comments encourage informal writing.

Conclusion

This research paper aims to explore the impact of social media on language use and literacy
skills, addressing a significant gap in current research. The findings will contribute to our
understanding of the effects of social media on language and literacy skills, informing
strategies for language education and literacy development. Social media has both positive
and negative impacts on language use and literacy skills. While it offers opportunities for

communication, access to information, and language practice, it also contributes to the
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decline of formal language use, overreliance on technology, and the spread of
misinformation. Moreover, social media's fast-paced nature can lead to decreased attention
span, changes in reading habits, and reduced critical thinking skills. To maximize the
benefits of social media while minimizing its negative effects, it is crucial to promote
responsible social media use, digital literacy, and critical thinking skills.

The impact of social media on language use and literacy skills is a complex and multifaceted
issue. While social media offers opportunities for language learning, exposure to diverse
language varieties, and improved writing skills, it also poses risks such as decreased
attention span, informal language use, and potential negative impacts on deep reading skills.
Research suggests that social media can have both positive and negative effects on language
use and literacy skills, depending on the context, purpose, and frequency of use (Kim,
2024). Therefore, it is essential to adopt a nuanced approach, acknowledging both the
benefits and drawbacks of social media in language learning and literacy development. To
maximize the benefits of social media for language use and literacy skills, educators and
individuals can: Leverage social media for language learning and literacy development
(Garcia, 2023), encourage critical thinking and media literacy skills (Jenkins, 2024), and
foster a balance between social media use and traditional literacy practices (Lee, 2023). By
adopting a balanced and informed approach, we can harness the potential of social media
to enhance language use and literacy skills, while mitigating its negative effects.

Recommendations
1. Encourage responsible social media use, such as setting time limits and engaging
in diverse online activities.
Incorporate digital literacy and critical thinking skills into education curricula.
3. Promote face-to-face communication and verbal interaction to maintain verbal

communication skills.

4. Support language learning and practice through social media platforms and online
resources.

5. Monitor and address the spread of misinformation and disinformation on social
media.

By acknowledging both the benefits and drawbacks of social media, we can harness its
potential to enhance language use and literacy skills while mitigating its negative

consequences.
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