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Text Messaging and Literacy
In today’s world reading and writing has become an important skill in life. From young people to adults, being literate is of great importance to participate in society. With the advancement of technology, new ways of communication have emerged. This has altered the manner in which people read and write. In what is called computer-mediated communications (CMC), people are now using new ways of reading writing across different platforms such as email and instant messaging. However, one of the mainstream methods used today is text messaging or instant messaging. Currently, most teens own a mobile phone that they can use for instant messaging. One of the popular assumptions today is that text messaging or instant messaging has a negative effect on literacy especially for teens. This is because the nature of language used for instant messaging differs from the traditional literacy approach. Text messaging mostly involves use of abbreviations that may hamper the ability to read, spell, or pronounce words correctly. The following paper aims at researching whether text messaging has a positive or negative effect in development of literacy skills? From the research conducted, instant messaging has a positive effect on literacy skills based on the ability to enhance spelling, phonological awareness, writing, and comprehension skills. 
Instant messaging is not considered as a literary practice in most settings. It is viewed as an alternative means of communication facilitated by the increased advancement and adoption of technology. Nonetheless, most of today’s teenagers and children are increasingly using instant messaging for communication. In fact, this form of communication has become ubiquitous in the lives of most children and young people. Instant messaging involves the use of short-hand or slang which refers to using abbreviations or altered writing to shorten the message being written such as using “b4” instead of “before” (Verheijen 584). It also involves use of impressions through emoticons such as smiley faces as well as colloquialisms. What worries most people is the use of such informal literacy practices may hamper people’s ability to read and write properly (Sweeny 121). A key concern is the fact that slang or shorthand has already found its way in school assignments and communication with teachers. Nonetheless, most of the evidence illustrates positive effects associated with instant messaging.
Wood, Clare, et al.  conducted a study with 11 to 12 year old children to test the effect of text messaging on their literacy skills attainment. The children were given a Standard English sentence and asked to transform it into a text message text and vice versa. The authors discovered that children who frequently used shorthand or abbreviations through text messaging had a high performance in verbal reasoning skills (Wood, Clare, et al. 33). It also found that the children with frequent tendency of text messaging had a higher ability of spelling (Wood, Clare, et al. 34). This is based on the phonological skill required to read a standard sentence and translate it into shorthand as well as decoding abbreviated text messages. The same observation was made by Kemp and Catherine, in a study of children aged between 10 and 12 years (20). The children were asked to write messages in text messaging format and conventional English and later complete a test for reading and spelling. The study concluded that despite taking longer to read text messages, there was improved literacy skills in spelling associated with texting proficiency (Kemp and Catherine 26). Therefore, text messaging can increasingly help children or teens to enhance their writing based on the skill required to compose and decode text messages. 
Instant messaging has also been found to enhance phonological awareness, perception, and skills. The nature of instant messaging requires users to condense linguistic messages into limited characters mostly about 160 characters, which differs from the conventional spelling allowance. For children or teens to condense a world such as later into “l8r”, they require numerous skills and perceptions. Firstly, instant messaging users must divide words into syllable as well as understand the words make a sequence of compacted diverse language sounds. Moreover, Lanir argues that instant messaging composers must recognize graphemes which demonstrate phonemes, separate the single phoneme, decode words into single phonemes, and finally create a word from each single phoneme (1). This enables most youngsters to develop the phonological skills even though achieve in an unconventional manner. Additionally, the exposure to text messaging has been considered as an exercise that is mostly off class-rooms. Teenagers that frequently use instant messaging are exposed to different linguistic and literacy challenges and scenarios that enhance their phonological skills, vocabulary, and even understanding the meaning of words (Lanir 1). An article by Bernard indicates the use of instant messaging in classrooms by teachers to identify if they really understand the content they read in class (1). One teacher took up the challenge of incorporating instant messaging proficiency in her teaching after realizing its increased use in class assignments. The students were asked to translate text speak to conventional English. Students were also asked to translate traditional English in classical literature to conventional English. Through the experiment, the teacher noted increased comprehension of content as well as motivation for participation based on the level of comfort realized through text messaging (Bernard 1). This does not only account to enabling grammar use and spelling, but also focus and clarity. Text messaging offers a form of multilingual focus that is also applied to the process of learning new languages to improve one’s comprehension of their native language. Overall, this illustrates a widespread positive effect of text messaging on literacy skills. 
When it comes to the negative effects of instant messaging on literacy there is little research to support these conclusions. Most of the widespread perceptions are drawn from individual cases and personal views instead of scholarly or scientific studies. A key concern is that student may not differentiate when to use instant messaging language or skills and when to use formal means of writing especially in their studies (Verheijen 590). This is based on the observation that students do sometimes include shorthand or slang in their school work. In such a scenario, this s considered as a negative effect since using abbreviations or slang may reduce the attainment of literacy skills especially in spelling. Moreover, text messaging is based on new technologies, which are bound to come with new things. With no doubt, instant messaging has come up with new languages or words such as “TGIF” meaning “Thank God It’s Friday”. Introduction of new word is sometimes considered as negative despite their being no evidence. However, the use of text messaging is just but another form of language that enables creative communication (Sweeny 128). Such creativity should not be considered negative as it offers a glimpse of how the world is changing. Teens are the future of tomorrow and for them to further literacy for future generations they must experiment with new forms of language. Again, research has systematically illustrated lack of negative effects of instant messaging on literacy, but rather positive associations on literacy skills. 
To sum up, instant messaging has a positive effect on literacy skills based on the ability to enhance spelling, phonological awareness, writing, and comprehension skills. Children who utilize text messaging have a profound proficiency in understanding the spelling of words to be able to condense them into shorthand messages. Moreover, they also have and enhance their reading and spelling skills when decoding condensed instant messages. Before shortening a 5 character word into a three character word, teens must first know how to read and spell the word. This means that instant messaging can effectively influence attainment of literacy skills. Moreover, text messaging exposes children to literacy exercises out of the classroom where they communicate in new language forms. This exposure allows children to enhance their literacy skills by being more focused and engaged with what they write and read through instant messages. Unlike traditional communication methods such as conversations or telephones, the ability to read and write is emphasized in instant messaging. Additionally, instant messaging promotes student participation an focus in literacy lesson as they are comfortable learning through their own forms of language. Instant messaging has the ability to increase focus, clarity, and understanding of words or messages, which enhances literacy skills. Generally, instant messaging has a positive effect on literacy, but further research is needed in terms of how it can negatively influence literacy. 
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