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Textese: Is it a bad form of English writing or a dialect? 
 

And to think this happened in the land of Shakespeare. If the 
bard were alive today, he’d probably write, ‘2B or not 2B…’ 
– (Thurlow 679) 

 Textese, the language of text messaging, has received a lot of attention 

(mostly negative) from the media since the first text message was sent in 1993 

(Drouin, “R u txting?” 49).  Grammarians gasped in horror upon seeing the 

abbreviated speech that young adults inputted into their phones.   From 

humorous quotes on the effect of text messaging like the one above, to 

expressions of horror at the “state of writing these days,” there has not been 

much consensus on what effect text messaging has had on its most frequent users.  

I believe that the reason is because text messaging has not been approached from 

the right angle.  Text messaging is usually evaluated as a form of written English 

(or whichever language the texter uses).  I argue that text messaging exhibits 

signs that it is a new dialect—possibly the beginning of a new language—that is 

not spoken. 

 There have been several studies on the effects of text messaging that have 

come up with conflicting results.  Most studies are centered on the effect of text 

messaging on literacy. Some studies say that children are not at all affected by the 

use of text messaging; other studies show that text messaging does negatively 

affect literacy.  Perhaps these studies (because they are approaching text 
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messaging as a written genre) are not interpreting the results correctly because 

they are interpreting Textese in the wrong light. 

 John McWhorter, the nationally renowned linguist, refers to Textese as 

“fingered speech” (McWhorter 2012).  In an article that he wrote for The New 

York Times, McWhorter systematically illustrates why he believes that text 

messaging aligns with speech instead of writing.  He follows up his opinion in a 

speech that he gave at the TED 2013 conference: 

Casual speech is something quite different. Linguists have actually 
shown that when we're speaking casually in an unmonitored way, 
we tend to speak in word packets of maybe seven to 10 words. You'll 
notice this if you ever have occasion to record yourself or a group of 
people talking. That's what speech is like. Speech is much looser. 
It's much more telegraphic. It's much less reflective -- very different 
from writing. So we naturally tend to think, because we see 
language written so often, that that's what language is, but actually 
what language is, is speech.  (McWhorter 2013) 

 

Next, McWhorter shows how Textese shares the same characteristics as speech.  

He shows how text is even beginning to incorporate some of the gestures that are 

inherent in casual speech. 

 In traditional writing, there is no way to express body language or facial 

expression.  There are ways to change the tone of a written essay from formal to 

informal or humorous to serious, but these rhetorical methods are interpreted by 

the reader.  It is much more difficult to judge the original intentions of the author.  

When talking to another individual face-to-face, there is much more than just 

their speech that can be interpreted by the other person.  They use body language 

and facial expressions that lend meaning to the conversation.  Similarly, text 



 Friesen 3 

messaging has evolved to encapsulate some of these features that used to be 

isolated to a face-to-face environment.   

 Text messaging is evolving to infuse gestures and feelings into 

conversations. Older emoticons and newer emojis are used to share the 

emotional state of the text writer; words are repurposed to simulate actions that 

were formally limited to body language.  For example, McWhorter shows in his 

TED talk that the meaning of LOL is changing.  Young test messaging users are 

using it to show empathy (McWhorter 2013).  It has gone beyond the original 

meaning that the user is laughing out loud, and it has taken on the meaning of “I 

understand where you are coming from.”  Likewise, the slash used to just mean 

“and/or,” just as it is used in written discourse.  Now, the use of the slash has an 

additional meaning.  It is used as a written segue to change a conversation to a 

new topic.  A segue used to be non-existant in texting—it just involved an abrupt 

change in conversation.  In face-to-face interactions, people will use body 

language or spacers words to make that transition. Textese has evolved to 

incorporate a substitute for this mode of communication. 

 McWhorter is not the only scientist who refers to texting as the offspring 

of oral communication.  Thomas Holtgrave and Korey Paul conducted a 

comparison of telephone conversations and texting conversations and surmised 

the following: 

Text messaging is similar to email and instant messaging in that it 
represents a merging of written and oral communication modes. 
However, the highly interactive nature of texting sets it apart from 
those modes; it is essentially a written form of communication that 
takes place interactively in real-time (Holtgrave 2). 
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Texting is interactive communication in real time.  Although there are other ways 

to use technology to communicate with others such as Internet comment sections 

and email, the responses are not expected to happen in real time.  The 

interactivity of texting is what sets it apart from other forms of writing. 

 Another feature of text messaging is a lack of adherence to formal 

structure.  There is very little use of punctuation or capitalization in sentences.  

This was initially attributed to the limited number of characters (160) that could 

be used in text messages in the early years of texting.  It has also been attributed 

to the way that text messaging had to be entered by pushing a button multiple 

times per letter before the advent of touch screen phones, which was very time 

consuming. Now, those limitations no longer exist, but punctuation has not made 

a comeback in the text-messaging world. The sentences or thoughts flow without 

any kind of the conventions associated with formal written English. This is 

another way that text messaging emulates speech.  In speech there is no 

punctuation or capital letters like the ones that were created specifically for 

writing mediums.  Textese eliminates this formality.   

 The lack of formality in text messaging is also shown through the 

abbreviated length of text messages.  The average text message is 7-10 words in 

length.  The average sentence in speech follows this same pattern. The purpose of 

a text message is not to convey complex thought or inform, but is a social 

communication.  A study conducted by Holtgrave and Paul showed that most text 

messages are sent for social reasons; only a small percentage are sent for 

informational purposes.  Most of informational texts have to do with schedule or 

location, but for the most part informational conversations are reserved for more 
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formal methods of communication.  This follows the pattern for conversational 

speech.  Texting is a conversational form of language—like a dialect that young 

people switch to when they are around their peers. 

 Text messaging is like speech in another way when it comes to the speed of 

correspondence.  It is a fast mode of communication that is usually conducted in 

rapid succession; whereas, traditional written discourse is written allowing time 

to reflect and edit for meaning.  Text messages are sent expecting an instant 

response and conversational correspondence.   This is part of the reason that the 

words are so abbreviated.  Writing out a perfect sentence does function well in a 

fast paced medium---this was especially true in the era before smartphones and 

Qwerty keypads were the norm.  The abbreviated form of text messages allows 

the sender to be able to respond quickly in an almost instantaneous matter, much 

like a conversation.  Very rarely in conversation does one person pause to think 

out and correct her grammar before she responds to the other.  The answer is 

instantaneous and, at times, even speech is not perfect. 

 There are no standard abbreviations in text messaging.  Textese is 

constantly evolving like spoken language and has its own version of local dialects.  

People who text within the same group tend to use similar abbreviations, but a 

group of people in a different region may have created different abbreviations for 

the same idea.  Children learn to text message from observing how their peers 

operate in the medium.  Studies show that children are experiential learners 

when it comes to text messaging, just as they are with spoken language.  There is 

no hands-on training to learn text messaging as there is for written language.  

Children also manipulate text messages more—demonstrating more creativity 
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with the language.  It is almost as if they are perfecting a language as they would a 

creole language.  Adults tend to create stunted versions of new language (like a 

pidgin language) when they need to communicate with each other in a new 

environment.  Children take the stunted language that they hear (or in this case 

see) and fill in the gaps to make it work seamlessly.  For example, in the case of 

the use of the slash, young people are more likely to have adopted it.  Children 

may have created this method of segueing between conversations to make up for 

a perceived deficit in the communication.  The language is evolving constantly 

due to the new ways that young people find to incorporate additional symbols 

into the language (De Jonge 60). 

 Many educators and writers have expressed concern that Textese could 

migrate over to written language.  Stories have been shared about teachers 

finding Textese style abbreviations in student papers.  The one thing that these 

claims rarely include is the type of assignment in which they find these errors.  

Studies show that most students are very aware that text messaging is 

inappropriate for formal writing assignments.  The teachers who notice Textese 

appearing in assignments may be referring to more casual writing assignments—

like journaling. One study found this to be true: 

…[Textese] has begun to enter the classroom setting. Daily, 
adolescents are asked to write in journals, express creatively, or 
take notes. These are considered to be more informal modes of 
writing because they are rarely used for assessment purposes in the 
classroom. On the other hand, writing activities such as essay 
composition would be considered a more formal mode of writing 
because they are often used for assessment purposes. (Cingal 1306) 
 

  Students may assume that since journaling dictates the flow of thought and 

tends to be more conversational, that text speak is okay to use when journaling.  
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More research needs to be done to further research the types of assignments that 

students deem as acceptable to include Textese. 

 Young adults seem to understand overall that text messaging is 

inappropriate to use when communicating with people in authority (De Jonge 51). 

Studies have shown that although most students understand that it is important 

to code switch from casual language to formal language in emails to authority 

figures, there are still a few students who are more likely to include Textese in 

inappropriate settings.  For example, in one study researchers found that only a 

low percentage of students would send emails with Textese to their professors.  

This may not be due to a migration of text speech to formal written discourse; 

this could potentially be a lack of knowledge of proper email etiquette.  Even 

before text messaging, there were students who would send emails to their 

professors with the inappropriate code of speaking, like vernacular or slang.  This 

was happening before the advent of text messaging.  Those students just did not 

know that informal speech was improper when addressing people in authority. 

These types of errors cannot be simply attributed to text messaging errors, 

because they are not unique to the text-messaging era. 

 Another phenomenon that is seen in text messages is the use of acronyms.  

TTYL (talk to you later), OMG (oh my god), BTW (by the way) are examples of 

common acronyms used in Textese.  These groups of words are often condensed 

into one short acronym.  In The Language Instinct, Steven Pinker discusses how 

some sayings are processed as a single word by the brain; it codes the chunk of 

words as one word (Pinker 142).  He speaks specifically of noun phrases, but it is 

possible that by the way that Textese is evolving, that these acronyms are 
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condensed by the brain in a similar fashion.  The instinct of text users is to reduce 

these sayings into one lump word and use them this way in Textese.  Texting 

gives a visual representation of how the brain groups chunks of words.  Through 

texting, common theories of linguistics are being demonstrated in new ways. In 

writing, we are trained to see separate words.  Texting groups words that 

resemble how the brain truly processes speech, not how the brain has been 

taught to use words in writing. 

 Some studies have linked texting to literacy.  In one study, researchers 

tested the literacy levels of children who are avid texters.  Children who text a 

large amount were compared to children who do not text at all, and they found a 

connection between texting and a lower rate of literacy (De Jonge “Text-message 

abbreviations” 60).  When the study is examined at first, it is easy to assume that 

the texting children were affected by the act of texting, but if you look at other 

factors, then the results of the study are not so apparent.  Literacy studies show 

that consistent reading improves literacy skills.  It is possible that the children 

replaced their structured reading time with text messaging.  It is therefore not the 

Textese itself that is the problem, it is the lack of reading time.  Reading, just like 

any other skill, requires practice.  The children who were avid texters were not 

devoting the time that they needed to build their reading skills.  Researchers need 

to take other factors like this into consideration before they assume that the use 

of Textese itself is the reason that these children are demonstrating a lower rate 

of literacy. 
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 In a study by Holtgraves and Paul from Ball State University that 

compared text messaging to telephone conversations, researchers asked a group 

of students to share their last 20 text messages.  They then cross-analyzed those 

messages with a database of telephone conversations.  The researchers found that 

telephone speech used longer words and there was more use of certain parts of 

speech including articles, conjunctions, pronouns, etc. (Holtgraves 5).  This 

variation from telephone speech could be attributed to the medium that was used 

to communication.  Texting—especially from a phone without a Qwerty keypad or 

touchscreen—is highly laborious.  The basic types of conversation were the same, 

but texters cut out words that did not add to meaning in order to shorten the 

input time. 

 One interesting finding from the study is the larger differences between 

text messaging and telephone conversations is that texters tend to have less 

inhibitions about what they say.  There were more references to affective love 

(love, hate) and more references to physical references (sickness, sexual 

innuendo).  Also, people who had high levels of social anxiety were more 

forthcoming in text messages than in telephone conversations (Holtgraves 2).  

This can also be attributed to the medium.  There seems to be less inhibition 

when the texter did not have to react to the speaking partner immediately. 

 Despite this difference, text messaging follows other conventions that are 

similar to speech.  For example, female texters send larger amounts of texts than 

males and are more likely to include emoticons in their conversations (De Jonge 

49; Holtgraves 2).  This follows patterns of speech, because in spoken speech 
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women use more words and typically express more emotion than men.  This 

shows a pattern more consistent with speech than writing.   

 The more that I read about Textese and texting, the more similarities I see 

between Textese and TTY technology as well.  TTY is a communication device 

used by the hearing impaired that allows them to communicate over the phone.  

It consists of a keyboard and a display screen.  TTY allows people to type to 

communicate their needs to others and read the responses through a display 

screen.  Slightly different than texting, it is only designed to facilitate a 

concurrent conversation, but the differences end there.  TTY has always been 

considered a speech communication device.  How is it different from texting?  

They function in similar ways.  They are both devices that facilitate an alternative 

form of speech communication. 

 Text messaging has come more into acceptance. Although it was vilified in 

its infant stages, studies show that text messaging has become more accepted by 

the general population (Thurow 668).  Many new forms of technology are 

criticized when they are first released because they are not understood yet—text 

messaging is no different. 

Public discourse about language is typically marked by attempts to 
control the course of language change through the proscription of 
disfavored forms and the prescription of familiar ones. Given its 
undeniable influence on language…, technology often becomes the 
focus of these public debates about declining standards of ‘‘good’’ 
language use. (Thurlow 668) 
 

Texting is going though a rite of passage as scientists, journalists, and texting 

adopters try to sort out what the significance of this newer technology is.  As they 
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sort out what text messaging means, it becomes more apparent that it isn’t as 

writing oriented as it was assumed to be.  It follows the conventions of speech. 

 Now that it has been established that Textese is a form of vernacular 

language, the next question is: How does this information become useful to the 

composition classroom?  Is it even possible to incorporate textese into the 

composition classroom? Can composition teachers use this new form of language 

and use it to teach writing to students?  First, it helps to look at cell phones and 

their effects on the classroom as whole. 

 It is no secret that texting and other activities connected to the use of 

cellphones—particularly smartphones—in the classroom has caused many 

teachers grief.  Many scholarly articles have been written about how these devices 

are an impediment to learning.  Taneja, Fiore, and Fisher did an investigation 

into what they refer to as “cyber-slacking” to find out why students were using 

technology in class when it was not welcome.  They discovered that students used 

smartphones most often when they were uninterested in the subject of the class, 

when they were overwhelmed because the material was too difficult for them, or 

when they felt that the school owed them a good grade because they had paid 

tuition (Taneja et al. 149).  Smartphone use in particular was used as an escape 

from boredom or a distraction from a lack of connection to the material.   A 

different study by Ravizza, Hambrick, and Fenn showed that the use of laptops in 

the classroom actually increased grades and test scores; whereas, the use of 

portable devices such as cell phones decreased productivity. Seven studies were 

listed to show how detrimental handheld portable devices were to the classroom, 

but the authors pointed out that those studies did not focus on using the devices 
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to support the classroom.  They also noted that even though smartphones had a 

negative effect on grades, students did not believe that their own personal use 

affected their ability to perform in class (Ravizza et al).  Both of these studies 

would suggest that students use cell phones as an escape when they are not 

engaged in the classroom.  It is a temptation that is more engaging than the class 

itself. 

 As much of a distraction that smartphones can be in the classroom, their 

technology is here to stay.  In Tindell and Bohlander’s survey of text use in the 

classroom, they found that 95% of students now bring a portable device every day 

to the classroom (Tindell 3). Even distain for technology does not keep some 

from using smartphones.  I had a student who claimed to be a Luddite, and I 

found out a week later that he used an iPhone.  He said he didn’t want it, but was 

forced to use one to keep in contact with his son.  Cell phones and other personal 

devices are a permanent fixture on campus.  Banning cellphone use seems 

equivalent to the ban of alcohol during prohibition.  The more resistance there is 

to their use, the craftier students will become to access them.  The best way to 

solve the dilemma of having devices in the classroom is instead of banning them, 

find a way to use them to support the curriculum.   

 Learning is most effective when students are engaged in the activities of 

the classroom.  In Hillocks’ investigation into the best method of teaching 

composition, he discovered that the environmental mode, or the mode that 

“brings teacher, student, and materials more nearly into balance” was most 

effective (Hillocks 536).   This method encourages high levels of student 

interaction.  Students use their phones as a springboard to interact with the 
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world.  It makes sense to use them to encourage more in-class discussion. Koh, 

on the peer-reviewed web site Digital Pedagogy Lab, asks: “This new pedagogical 

landscape should make us ask different types of questions — but are we? … 21st 

century literacies demand that we teach radically differently from before. They 

ask us to replace content in the classroom with action, centering what our 

students do, how we interact with them, and the community these dynamics 

form” (Koh).  Smart phones have changed how people interact with each other 

and the dynamic of the classroom.  If teachers can find ways to use them to 

encourage students to interact with the classroom, then they can the dynamic in 

productive ways.  The students have the technology already.  Teachers need to 

embrace a new perspective of what a productive class session looks like.  The 

traditional paradigm may soon be a thing of the past.  Smartphones can 

introduce new ways for students to interact with the material.  

 Where does texting fit into the idea of using technology to facilitate 

learning?  Online courses have been around since the late 1990s, bringing 

teachers and students together in a digital environment.  Using Textese is 

fundamentally different from taking an online course.  Online courses were 

designed to be the classes of the future.  Students could learn from anywhere in 

the world.  The problem is, most online classes still have the feel of the tradition 

class, but on screen.  Online discussion environments are still very facilitated.  

Teachers dictate what the students will discuss, and students are aware that 

others are reading their responses.  Spontaneity is lost, because students worry 

about how their responses are formulated.  Because they know that the 

expectation is that they use Standard American English, the experience becomes 
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formal.   

 This is where using Textese changes the digital classroom. The 

introduction of Textese into a specifically designated class chat room would allow 

students to interact with each other more fluidly in an online class.  The teacher 

would have to demonstrate that more laid back (but still respectful) forms of 

writing are allowed in the chat room, but when students are able to relax, they 

will be able to collaborate more effectively online.  The inhibitions relax, and it 

encourages a more authentic response.  The worry of judgment about spelling 

and grammar disappears, and the focus moves to what is key—the topic of 

conversation, instead. 

 Online chat rooms are familiar places that can easily be incorporated into 

online classes, but putting Textese into play in the regular classroom is different. 

There is no specially designated “chat room.” One technology that has been 

shown to replicate the idea of a chat room in a physical classroom is Twitter.  

Twitter is a social media program that has shown promise as a tool in the 

classroom.  Twitter was designed to evolve the original text message into a social 

media tool.  Text messages used to be limited to 160 characters.  Twitter took its 

cue from texting, but limited characters even more to 140 characters.  The 

purpose of this was to make room for up to 20 characters for the Twitter handle 

(user name) in the message (Milian).  Because Twitter is designed to emulate text 

messaging, its users use Textese to broadcast their tweets (along with 

strategically placed hashtags).  At first, Twitter was a phenomenon that seemed to 

be designed to follow famous Hollywood stars, but it turned out to be useful in 

education, as well. 
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 Twitter is being used in some university classrooms to fuel discussion.  

One study on the use of Twitter as an educational tool found that using Twitter as 

a tool to participate in classroom study increased the number of students who 

participated in discussion.  Quiet students were able to equally participate in 

conversation as opposed to the typical classroom where a minority of students 

run discussions.  Also, the study showed that students seem to be less cautious 

about asking questions when their questions come from their Twitter accounts, 

so teachers were able to see where gaps in learning were occurring.  93% of 

students in the study agreed that the use of Twitter made the class more 

interesting  (Menkoff et al. 1296).   

 One concern among educators is whether or not the use of Textese in the 

classroom will keep students from properly learning to use the dominant style of 

Standard American English (SAE).  Delpit said that “members of society need 

access to dominant discourses to (legally) have access to economic power” (Delpit 

1317).  She explained that those in society who do not use the dominant discourse 

in every day speaking learn how to access those discourses through the 

classroom.  Textese is not designed to replace the exposure that people get to 

SAE—just as using vernacular language in class would not; however, in her book 

Talking Back, bell hooks confirmed that it is okay to accept that students have 

many voices (hooks 11).  Textese is one of the voices that students might have.  

There is no need to cut off exposure to Textese to ensure students learn SAE.  

They can work in tandem.  Plus, because Textese is a more relaxed mode of 

language, using it through Twitter can encourage raw, authentic discussion.  That 

discussion can be the pathway to new ideas. 
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 The biggest challenge for Textese to be adopted in the composition 

classroom is that many English teachers are very textual. It is usually the love of 

reading that leads people to be English majors and to teach in the English 

composition classroom.   It is important to remember the goal of a composition 

class.  The goal is to teach students how to effectively express their thoughts and 

arguments on paper, not to make them become textual learners.  To expand an 

argument, it is necessary for students to engage the thought process.  By 

encouraging active class participation through interactive discussion, it 

encourages students to collaborate and help each other take their argument to a 

more advanced, sophisticated level. 

 Textese, which was once considered a form of bad writing abused by 

teenagers and young adults, has the possibility to be used in productive, engaging 

ways.  By viewing it as a form of speech and not just a form of stilted writing, it 

can be used in new ways to encourage non-judgmental class discussion.  Using 

Textese through Twitter or another program can relax the class atmosphere and 

change discussion from being confined to the classroom, where dominant and 

extroverted personalities reign over to a more accessible medium where everyone 

is on level ground.  It not only encourages classroom participation, but it allows 

all students to participate in classroom discussion and be heard.  Technology is 

advancing and is only becoming more prevalent.  The best way to keep it from 

distracting students away from the classroom is to find ways to integrate in the 

classroom.  
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