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Abstract

Virtual Social Networks (VSNs) have permeated every sphere of people’s lives, both personal
and professional, and thus revolutionized the language of communication. This paper reports on
a small-scale study conducted via an anonymous questionnaire with undergraduate students in
southern Italy. The aim is to explore what social media is more popular among these students, for
what purpose, what linguistic code is used, and the influence of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF)
on their communications. Responses indicate a high level of interest in using slang, both online
and offline, suggesting that internet slang, which is an integral part of the students’ daily life,
should be incorporated in the curriculum to fully engage L2 learners. Overall, the results reveal
positive student views towards social media, yet, at the same time, authors encourage teachers to
be cautious on how to implement VSN in their classroom practice.
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1. Introduction

At the start of April 2025, 5.64 billion people around the world were using the inter-
net, approximately equivalent to 68.7 percent of the world’s total population (Kemp
2025). In the past decade, social media has had a revolutionary impact on every aspect
of daily life worldwide, especially post-covid, and language learning is no exception.
According to Eurobarometer 2024 survey results (European Commission 2024), about
half of Europeans (47%) speak English, rising to 79% among 15 to 24-year-olds. In other
words, 7 out of 10 young Europeans converse in English.

English has become the most influential language for international discourse
(Graddol 2006; Weber 1997). The internet has provided new media options that have
made English the international standard communication code. As Vettorel (2014, xxi)
claims, “English constitutes the main code through which internet users establish and
maintain a contact. [however, she underlines] it is no longer a monolithic English, but

! Although the authors have cooperated in the research work and in writing the paper,
they have individually devoted specific attention to the following sections: Filice 2, 4.2, 5;
Bergami 1, 4.1, 4.1.1; Aulino 4.3, 6; Interno 3.1, 3.2, 4.4.



114 SERAFINA FILICE, ROBERTO BERGAMI ET ALII

one that has been and is continuously being appropriated and adapted by its users, most
of them of whom are non-native, to serve their communicative and self-practices”. In an
increasingly complex global scenario, variations of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) will
emerge (Seidlhofer 2011) and the identity of English will change, and become itself a
reflection of a plurilingual reality of its speakers (Christiansen 2015).

We can affirm that the use of information technologies, along with the learning and
use of English, have become inseparable binomials. This inextricable connection has
groundings in sociolinguistics, namely the study of language in its socio-cultural con-
text (Coupland 2007; van Dijk 2009; Wardhaugh, Fuller 2015). Since language is com-
munication which occurs as a social event, not fixed, but constantly evolving, teachers
should keep abreast of changes and uses by their students. This prompted the authors to
conduct a small-scale study in southern Italy with undergraduate-level university (HE)
students. The intent was to find out what social media is more popular among these stu-
dents; for what purpose; what linguistic code is used; what influence ELF has on their
communications; and their possible pedagogical implications.

2. Litervature review

Over the past decades, “the adjective ‘virtual” has become a commonplace descriptor of
social forms where people do not have to live, meet or work face-to-face in order to cre-
ate goods, services or maintain significant social relationships” (Shayo, Iriberri, Olfman,
Igbaria 2007, 187). Information technology has profoundly affected our society, giving
rise to the proliferation of virtual societies. Indeed, internet technologies have changed
the method and content of communications in online environments (Koh, Kim, Butler,
Bock 2007), with new forms of communication enabling individuals to engage with
others in the absence of face-to-face interactions (Jepsen 2006). This environment has
led to the formation of virtual (online) communities for social networking - Virtual
Social Networks (VSNs), which have become a vital component of modern commu-
nication (Koh, Kim, Butler, Bock 2007). Gusfield (1975) defines ‘community’ as char-
acterized mainly by relational interactions or social bonds that draw people together.
Virtual communities exist for common use; social interaction; sharing common places
or space; and common bonds (Burroughs, Eby 1998), having expanded into a space to
live and not just for occasional or casual participation (Ip, Wagner 2008).

Currently, the language most widely used as lingua franca in matters of business, ed-
ucation and leisure, is English (Berns 2012; Jenkins 2009; Seidlhofer 2005), especially in
international communication. Technological advances in communication have led to an
increasing use of ELF to overcome communicational barriers between people of differ-
ent linguistic and cultural backgrounds.

Cyberspace, or the interconnected digital environment, unites all linguistic com-
munities around the world. When internet communication was nascent, users found
ways to type faster, developing abbreviations and shorthand as a practical and efficient
way to manage character space, slower connection speeds and limited bandwidth.
Consequently, acronyms and shortened words that appeared have worked amazingly
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well, as evidenced by their exponential growth over the years. What inevitably emerged
was a slang, reflecting shared interests and values of users, having a cultural impact on
society in general.

Most definitions of slang show a tendency towards a sociological view with Eble
(1996) and Munro (1997) regarding slang as a social means of identification and co-
hesiveness within a group. Hence, from a sociological perspective, slang can be viewed
as having a dual purpose: keeping insiders together and outsiders out (Mattiello 2008).
Eble (1996, 11) underlines the social and interpersonal aspects of slang and its function
“to establish or reinforce social identity or cohesiveness within a group or with a trend or
fashion in society at large”. Accordingly, sharing the same slang vocabulary aids in gain-
ingacceptance in a group, as well as preserving group solidarity (Munro 1997). In gener-
al terms, “slang is a sociocultural practice that speakers privilege for such social purposes
as being on the same speech-level with one’s audience, facilitating social intercourse, and
inducing friendliness or intimacy” (Mattiello 2008, 32).

According to (Gonzalez 1994), slang provides and reinforces social identity, but is
also used in society to achieve an air of informality and relaxation. Anderson and Trudgill
(1990, 69) remark “the most important aspect of slang is that it is a language used be-
low the level of stylistically neutral language usage”. Partridge (1947, 294-295) provides
several reasons for using slang, including: “to be different from others, to be novel ... to
avoid clichés... to be brief; concise ... for ease of social intercourse ... to enrich the lan-
guage”. Slang is a lexical area in a permanent state of flux and, as the internet evolved, so
did the complexity and variety of internet slang. The internet is a dynamic environment
where language evolves, creating and adopting new terms and expressions constantly. As
text messaging skyrocketed in the early 2000s, so did internet slang, becoming part of a
social language. Slang, also referred to as “internet short-hand, cyber-slang, SMS-speak,
netspeak or chat-speak” (Indera, Al 2021, 2), “is often strongly connected to the media
and dispersed through different forms of popular culture and music” (Roth-Gordon
2021, 1).

Internet English can be regarded as a variety of English that shares common features
with other varieties while presenting distinct characteristics in word-formation and lex-
icon, in particular, compounding, affixation, back-formation, acronyms, initialisms and
clipping. Bauer (2020) also adds derivation, blending, and borrowing to word formation
mechanisms.

According to Martinet (1960), the concept of language economy is a “permanent
search for equilibrium between the contradictory ... [always changing] communicative
needs on the one hand and articulatory and mental inertia on the other, the two latter in
permanent conflict” (169). Nevertheless, linguistic economy in social media is of utmost
importance as it deals with brevity, a common strategy used to save time when writing,
by applying “compression of forms in writing” (Danesi 2024, 262), also referred to as
miniaturization.

This paper limits its discussion to internet slang abbreviations, acronyms, phonetic
replacements, initialisms, code-switching and borrowing in the context of online com-
munication.
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3. Methodology
3.1 The aim of the study

This small-scale study aimed to investigate the following research questions:

1. Which social media networks do Italian HE students prefer to use and why?

2. What discourse code do they use in online communication?

3. What is the influence of social media English on these students’ social communica-
tive exchanges?

4. What implications do these results have on syllabus design?

To address these questions, a tailor-made qualitative survey was employed, comprising
both open-ended and closed-type questions. It was distributed electronically via Google
Forms for anonymous voluntary responses, assuring participants of confidentiality
(publication of data in aggregate only). Data were analyzed manually using simple statis-
tics (frequency counts), as appropriate, and free-text responses were coded and grouped
into distinct categories.

3.2 Participants and the context

The subjects involved were 90 undergraduate students (32 males and 58 females), be-
tween the ages of 18-40, from private and public universities in southern Italy. The
non-homogenous cohorts were enrolled in non-linguistic degree courses, namely:
Pharmacy; Conservation and Restoration of Cultural Heritage; Geology; Language
Mediation for Criminology; and Health Care and Nutritional Science.

English serves mainly as a vehicular language for these students’ areas of study. These
faculties have compulsory English usually over two courses: general English, followed
by an English for Specific Purpose (ESP) course geared towards their academic studies.
However, variations exist, with some programs only having one course. Moreover, the
number of hours allotted to the study of English is very limited - over a 3-year degree
program it can span from 24 hours minimum to 60 hours maximum — not ideal for
reachinga CEFR B2 level.

4. Findings and discussion
4.1 Usage and frequency of VSNs

The data in Table 1 shows the most popular VSNs and their usage frequency. As mul-
tiple responses were allowed, the totals do not add up to 100. Respondents used all
these VSN to varying degrees, however, My Space was not used at all. Meta products
(WhatsApp and Instagram combined) appear to be most popular, closely followed by
Google Services (which includes Messenger) and TikTok. Somewhat surprisingly, these
respondents infrequently used Facebook, which historically featured prominently in
VSNs communication. X(Twitter) was used marginally more than LinkedIn, although
the latter is predominantly for business networking opportunities. Pinterest was slightly
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above Telegram, with the remainder used on a more occasional basis. Daily usage, from
less than an hour to more than 3 hours, may be summarized as follows: WhatsApp 90.5%;
Google Services 73.7%; Instagram 72% and TikTok 51.1%; followed by Facebook 20.7
% and Pinterest 18.9%.

Table 1 - Italian students’ usage and frequency of VSNs

VSN 3+hrs/day 1-3hrs/day -1hr/day Oncea Oncea Notat
week  month all
WhatsApp 50% 30.6% 9.9% 0 0 0
Google Services 17% 41.4% 15.3% 4.5% 1.8% 0.9%
TikTok 21.6% 13.5% 17% 7.2% 1.8%  19.8%
Instagram 16.2% 37.8% 18% 5.4% 0.9% 2.7%
Facebook 1.8% 4.5% 14.4% 15.3% 234%  21.6%
X (Twitter) 3.6% 0 9% 117%  12.6%  44.1%
Pinterest 3,6% 4.5% 10.8% 16.2% 234%  22.5%
LinkedIn 0 0 7.2% 18% 12.6%  43.2%
Tumblr 0.9% 2.7% 4.5% 7.2% 9% 56.7%
Telegram 2.7% 1.8% 5.4% 10.8% 14.4%  45.9%
Discord 0 0 3.6% 5.4% 8.1% 63.9%
YouTube 0 5.4% 12% 16.7% 153%  39.6%
Spotify 0 0 0 0.9% 21.6%  58.5%
My Space 0 0 0 0 0 00%

A comparison with Statista (2025a), shows the average daily social media usage of
internet users globally amounted to 141 minutes per day, down from 143 minutes in
the previous year. In a recent study of Hungarian ESL students (Kostic, Burai 2023),
a total of 74 % of respondents reported using Instagram as their preferred platform,
followed by TikTok (61%), Discord and WhatsApp, and Facebook (below 36%).
There are considerable differences between the responses in our study and the world-
wide usage of VSN, based on the number of active subscribers as of February 2025,
according to Statista (2025b). The most likely explanation for these differences is the in-
dividual preferences of respondents, as this relatively small sample is not representative of
the population at large. Despite such differences, Table 1 data highlight that VSNs usage
is indeed very much utilized. The top three VSNs used enjoy daily activity, often result-
ing in multiple hours of engagement - a significant amount of interaction between users
can be deduced from such endeavours. We can presume that almost all these interactions
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are via ELF communications, highlighting the likely importance of internet slang in this
environment and its possible implications for the study of ESL in the classroom.

4.1.1 Reasons for Using Social Media

Participants were asked through open-ended format to give reasons why they used
VSN, with multiple responses allowed, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2 — Student usage of social media

Number of
Reason Percentages
responses

2. To send messages/network/socialize/feel part of a community/group 72 13%

4. To keep connected with family and friends 60 11%

6. A way to express myself/ my point of view/opinion 27 5%

8. To keep informed about things 25 4%

10. To chat/improve/practice English (and other) languages 17 3%

12. To help do homework with classmates/study with others 13 2%

14. To continue relationships with school friends 12 2%

16. To find support from friends 10 2%

18. Talk about my hobbies and passions 8 1%

20. To schedule/organize a social event with friends 7 1%

22. Share knowledge 6 1%
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Totals 539 100%
NOtC: pcrcentages rouﬂded to nearest integer

The top four responses from Table 2 account for just over half of the total. Whilst
ease, convenience and affordability was the largest single driver for usage, the subse-
quent three top responses, accounting for approximately 34% of the total, all related
to interactions with others in informal social settings. The formation of groups with
particular interests is an acknowledged factor in the VSNs environment, and the
data from Table 2 correlate highly with this notion.

Responses indicate a high social value placed on these types of communicative
interactions. Why they use social media is of fundamental importance from a so-
cio-cultural perspective, as this will affect the linguistic medium used to communi-
cate. The findings in our study correlate with earlier research in this area (Bergami,
Aulino, Piasecka, Szymanska-Czaplak 2024; Crystal 2008, 2011; Danesi 2010).

4.2 Online discourse code employed

Respondents confirmed the use of English together with Italian as their means of online
communication. The linguistic features of internet slang that emerged were: linguistic
economy; cyber abbreviations; cyber phonetic replacements; acronyms; initialisms; and
code-switching. As shown in Table 3, students indicated English words and expressions
they often use online and which they consequently transport to offline use. It is impor-
tant to clarify what is meant by shortened forms. Initialisms, acronyms and abbrevia-
tions are all shortened forms of longer phrases, or words, but differ in how they are pro-
nounced. Acronyms are pronounced as a word, and initialisms are pronounced letter by
letter, whereas abbreviations are simply shorter forms of a word or phrase.

Table 3 — Online/offline words and expressions

English Word/Expression adopted by Italian Ialian meaning actributed by students

students
cool! Fantastico!/figo
oh my God! Mio Dio
cringe Qualcosa che suscita imbarazzo/disagio
it’s cringe E imbarazzante
crush Cotta
gossip Pettegolezzi
make-up Trucco

take a selfie Fare un selfie/scattare una foto di se stessi



120 SERAFINA FILICE, ROBERTO BERGAMI ET ALII

English Word/Expression adopted by Italian Iealian meaning actributed by students

students
good game Per indicare che hai fatto qualcosa di buono
Ilove you Ti voglio bene
Influencer Influencer (no equivalent, Italian adopts the
same word)
Trend Tendenza, moda
Slot Spazio, intervallo
Trash %alcosa scadente, di cattivo gusto
Flop Fiasco, fallimento,
boomer Persona vecchia di spirito, datata
drage drop Trascina e rilascia
Share Condividi

Although equivalent words exist in Italian for most of the words in Table 3 and
Table 4 (e.g. make-up = trucco; trend = tendenza; crush = cotta; gossip = pet-
tegolezzo; fashion = moda; etc.), Italian students use these words only in English
both online and offline. This is considered a ‘luxury borrowing’ (Librandi 2019).
‘Luxury words’ are perceived to be cool and fashionable, even prestigious, to use
in popular culture in lieu of Italian. In addition, words such as cool! have ‘staying
power), remaining over time, with a high frequency of use.

There is correlation between some words in Table 3, and those of Capone’s
(2022) article, that lists words used by teenagers and young adults that are similar
to responses in our study, among them “cringe” and “crush’, used both online and
offline. Respondents made frequent reference to the expression ‘good game’ used on
VSN to play games, in fact, this has its origins in videogames.

The findings yielded examples of intra-sentential code-mixing as one of the
linguistic features used, as shown in Table 4. Code-switching may be defined as
a linguistic phenomenon involving alternate use of two or more languages in the
same utterance or conversation (Grosjean 1982; Rasidi, Suputra, Agustini 2025). It
indicates a more limited linguistic confidence on the part of the user (Dabrowska
2013a). Code-switching is common to many Italian respondents, who have re-
ported using it both online and offline. A number of researchers have discussed
the typology of switches in terms of the place where they occur in the sentence
(Dabrowska 2013b; Poplack 1980, 1981, 2004; Rasidi, Suputra, Agustini 2025;
Romaine 1995). For example, extra-sentential switches (those that appear in the
form of question tags or elements which are not an integral part of a sentence),
inter-sentential switches (which occur between sentences), and finally intra-senten-
tial switches (those that take place within a sentence between its particular compo-
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nents). Table 4 also highlights modified borrowed elements, i.c. adapting them to
the mother tongue (e.g. *drop > ha droppato; tag > ho taggato; flop - ha floppato,
etc.). Such adaptation process involves modifying borrowed elements to fit the pho-
nological and morphological rules of the borrowing language, ensuring they sound
natural to native speakers. This includes changes to pronunciation, spelling, and
word structure. Some borrowed words undergo significant changes in meaning or
usage after being adopted into English, reflecting cultural shifts or new contexts.

Table 4 — Use of code-switching online/offline

Intra-sentential code-  Italian meaning given by

mixing students English meaning

Come sei fashion Come sei alla moda You are fashionable

Bel look Paspetto di qualcosa Beautiful look

Sono online Sono online I am online

Ho floppato* Ho fallito I flopped/failed

Taggami/mi puoi taggare/ Associa il mio profilo ad Link my profile to another one or
non mi hai taggato!* un’altra persona o un post  toa post

Mi ha ghostato!* Mi ha fatto sparire He made me disappear/cut me off

Abbiamo chattato* Abbiamo chiacchierato/ We chatted/talked
parlato

Sono stato bannato* Sono stato impedito di I've been banned
partecipare

Ho postato una pic.* Ho caricato una foto. I posted a picture.
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Table 5 shows cyber abbreviations and acronyms as commonly used in social media
communications, all of which are borrowed from English. Respondents acknowl-
edged the use of slang words ‘cos’ and ‘bro’ (a form of abbreviation known as clip-
ping) in oral offline interactions.

Table S. Cyber abbreviations & acronyms

Abbreviations borrowed

from English English Meaning Italian Meaning

TBH To be honest Per essere sincero

Cos, b/c Because Perche

GG Good game Buona partita

BTW By the way A proposito

FYI For your information Per tua/vostra informazione

WTH What the hell Che diavolo

FAQ Frequently asked questions ~ Domande frequenti

FB Facebook Facebook

ATM At the moment Al momento

DM Direct message/private Messaggio diretto/privato

Cyber abbreviations and acronyms are part of the linguistic economy employed as
a useful strategy for brevity (Dawaghreh, Suliman 2024) during online informal
communicative interactions. It is interesting to note the majority of the abbrevia-
tions are borrowed from the English language, supporting the observations made by
Crystal (2008), i.c. English is the internet’s lingua franca. However, in other studies
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(Bergami, Aulino, Frydrychova 2013; Bergami, Aulino, Zafar 2013) respondents
appeared to use less English-derived cyber abbreviations than their Czech, Italian
and Pakistani counterparts. Hungarian ESL students, according to Kostic and Burai
(2023), use both English and Hungarian slang in digital and face-to-face commu-
nication.

Table 6 — English cyber phonetic replacements

Cyber Phonetic Replacements  English meaning Italian meaning
borrowed from English

Pls Please Per favore

hru How are you? Come stai (informale)

Luvu Love you Ti voglio bene

Cu See you Ci vediamo

G2G Got to go Devo andare

W8 Wait Aspetta

Msg Message Messaggio

B4 Before Prima

F2P Free to play Libero per giocare

P2P Peer to peer Da pari a pari

Additionally, as Table 6 illustrates, numerous English cyber phonetic replacements
have also been adopted by respondents. Nevertheless, as Table 7 shows, they also use
Italian cyber abbreviations alongside the English ones, demonstrating that such lin-
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guistic phenomena influence other languages by merging into new internet slang,
and make their way into offline usage as well.

Table 7 — Iralian cyber phonetic replacements

Italian abbreviation Standard Italian English meaning

trp Troppo Too much

sl Solo Alone, only

dv/dv 6? Dove/dove sei? Where are you?

vb Vabene Okay

pvt Privato Private

qnd Quando When

nnt Niente Nothing

cmq Comunque Anyway/however

bn Bene Fine

Ki? Chi? Who?

The phenomenon of phonetic replacements has also been carried over to the Italian
language (as shown in Table 7), for example, the letters “X” and “K”, which do not
exist in the Italian alphabet, are used to abbreviate words. The letter “K” replaces
the letters “ch” that are indeed pronounced “k” in Italian (e.g. come = kme, chiami
= kiami, che = ke). Likewise, the “X” replaces the syllable “per” both when it is part
of a word, for instance “xché” or combined like “xké¢” (perché). These two letters
are very frequent in Italian text messages as they shorten a wide range of words. In

a similar fashion, the number 6 is used as a replacement for the verb “sei” (you are).
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4.3 Useful Virtual Social Networks in Learning English

Respondents were asked to indicate from which VSN they feel they learn English
the most, using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (least useful) to 5 (most useful).
The most useful VSN in learning the English language are shown in Figure 1.
Respondents find WhatsApp, Tik Tok, Pinterest, Facebook, Google Services and
Instagram as being the most useful VSNs in learning English.

Figure 1 — Students’ views on the most useful VSNs for learning English
Useful VSNs in learning English

GOOGLE SERVICES

TIK TOK

PINTEREST

WHATSAPP

INSTAGRAM

FACEBOOK

Q
xX

b 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

E5 m4 mE3 m2m1

Legend: 1= least useful; 2 = somewhat neutral; 3 = Neutral; 4 = Somewhat useful; 5 Most useful

A similar Turkish study (Erarslan 2019) revealed that Instagram was the first choice
for Turkish university students regarding the use of social media for language learn-
ing, particularly for practicing written skills. Another study by Hanim (2021)
analyzed the main VSN used by 50 fourth-semester university students learning
English in Indonesia, yielding the following results: YouTube (94%), Instagram
(72%), WhatsApp (62%), Twitter (32%), Line (10%), Google (2%), TikTok (2%).
Contrary to our current study reporting low usage of YouTube (24%) as social me-
dia to facilitate the learning of English, Hanim’s (2021) research showed high in-
terest in learning English through YouTube (94%). Rusfandi and Kurniati (2020)
examined how the use of slang may support and help improve EFL learning through
Instagram. Students’ Instagram ‘statuses contributed to their English language
learning. In a similar study, Anggraini, Aziziya, Putri, Dessanda, Fahriany, Hidayat
(2023) concluded the use of the social media network X(Twitter) can be an effec-
tive and engaging tool for teaching vocabulary and other subjects, especially in un-
derstanding and applying English slang. Likewise, Canani and Zulli (2022, A174)

reported TikTok clips can be used for introducing “intentional vocabulary teach-
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ing” to, according to Barcroft (2015, 26), “expand or consolidate real-life or collo-
quial English, which is not adequately covered in intermediate-level coursebooks”.

To the open-ended question “Do you feel that learning English through VSN
will help your fluency in the English language?”, the following responses were given:
- I believe it will help build my fluency due to listening to the English spoken

videos;

- Yes, they enrich my English vocabulary;

- Ican improve my grammatical skills, but also my pronunciation;

- Social media can help me with some words and idioms, but not in the fluency of
my English;

- Yes, because you get used to hearing English accents, and you learn new slang;

- Yes, I learn new expressions in English;

- Yes, I pick up lots of English slang; and

- Ican improve my colloquial English.

It is interesting to note that some comments regarded pronunciation and accents.

Participants were asked if incorporating the use of VSNs is important in learning
English, and if so, why. Responses received were:

- Because you have the opportunity to learn English;

~ Because you can talk with international friends;

— Easier to learn;

- Icanlearn expressions of everyday life;

- Utilizing VSNs is important to learning English because they provide authentic
language practice;

— Yes, because every day, I see videos in English on Instagram, for example, and I
always learn new words or idioms;

- Yes, I can communicate with relatives in America and speak in English, so a per-
son can learn new words; and

- Yes, I think that it is important because by navigating on socials, we can learn
new words or slangs in English.

It should be noted the word ‘socials” has been adopted in Italian everyday language

meaning social media. Most respondents felt their fluency in English would not

improve their use of VSNs, however, the majority reported an improvement in vo-

cabulary acquisition.

Participants were asked how important it is to learn slang in a foreign language
(in this case English). As Figure 2 shows, 51% give it some importance with 19%
saying it is significantly important; only 3% indicating it is not important; 5% of
little importance; and 22% felt neutral about it. Overall, these data indicate a some-
what positive view towards learning slang.
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Figure 2 — Students’ views on importance of learning English slang

IMPORTANCE OF LEARNING ENGLISH
SLANG

B EXTREMELY IMPORTANT
B IMPORTANT

NEUTRAL

LITTLE IMPORTANT
H NOT IMPORTANT

Respondents were asked if foreign language slang is taught in their class and 80% re-
sponded negatively. However, when asked if slang should be taught in their English
class, 82% responded favorably.

In Kostic and Burai’s (2023, 87) study, students and teachers deemed slang im-
portant, as “it would be beneficial to teach them at the high school level, to enhance
L2 comprehension of both students and teachers alike”. In fact, the majority of par-
ticipants (82%) stated: “teaching slang expressions would help the ESL learning
process, enrich the experience, and ensure further benefits along with it” (Kostic,
Burai 2023, 89). Additionally, respondents claimed: “the inclusion of slang might
be considered a novel but a motivating way to teach new language elements which
are useful in the students” everyday lives as there are different purposes of using it.
Knowing how to use slang of a foreign language can be most beneficial in situations
where the communicative aim is to blend in, make new friends, and become part
of a community, whether that takes place online or offline in the physical world”
(Kostic, Burai 2023, 82).

Both Fein (2011) and Neshkovska (2020) argue the inclusion of English slang
as a vital element. In Neshkovskas (2020) study, opinions were very close: 52%
of students responded negatively to the inclusion of slang, and 48% claimed that
“studying slang should be made an integral part of their curriculum as it will help
master the English language completely” (p. 54). Araya and Gamboa (2012) re-
ported 67% of respondents wanted slang to be included in the L2 English syllabus,
discussing the need for students to be aware of the differences between standard
forms of the language and slang. Similarly, Boylu and Kardas (2020), on teaching
and learning of slang in Turkish as a foreign language, reported that “73.68% of the
114 who stated that the teachers did not use slang words in the lesson wanted slang
words to be included” (p. 84). Talreja (2018, 1) claims “slang is just one of those as-
pects of language which isn’t really taught in the classroom but is an important part
of becoming proficient in any language”. Additionally, Myles (2009) argues that one
reason why English Language Learners (ELLs) should know slang is that ELLs who
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work in English-speaking countries will encounter slang in the workplace. In Myles’s
(2009) study, respondents said it was difficult to communicate in the workplace
because they did not understand the slang their coworkers were using.

The findings of our study align with the notion that “ELLs go through experi-
ences where they find that the language that they have learned in class is different
from what they hear or use to interact with native users of the language” (Elsherif,
Nsir 2015, 6). This supports the need to differentiate between academic language
and social language (Cummins 2008).

4.4 Influence of social media English on social communicative exchanges

English is seen as a lingua franca of academia, whereas internet English slang is per-
ceived as a social language, useful for developing conversational fluency through
spoken interaction and connecting with others on social media. The use of internet
English as a global means of inter-community communication has made its way into
daily face-to-face social communicative exchanges. Italian students are surrounded
by English slang, not only through the internet, but also through exposure to music,
movies, and videogames.

In fact, offline language is being more and more influenced by ‘netspeak’, a syn-
onym for ‘internet language) ‘cyberspeak;, ‘electronic discourse} and ‘computer-me-
diated communication’ (Crystal 2006). This is the language most used by young
adults. Crystal (2001) compares netspeak to both writing and speaking and con-
cludes “it is better seen as a written language which has been pulled in some way
in the direction of speech than spoken language which has been written down”
(p. 51). It is also a “robust mix of features both informal spoken and more formal
written registers” (Tagliamonte, Denis 2008, 4) and a “blend or hybrid of written
and spoken aspects of language” (Androutsopoulos 2011, 149). This has resulted
in a synergy between offline and online communications. A unique language has
formed not only for the global English language, but also in other languages, includ-
ing Italian as evidenced above. Most English cyber words and expressions have been
adopted in Italian (see Tables 3, 5 and 6), while others have originated new words
(see Tables 4 and 7) that are now typical of Italian internet slang.

In Khan’s (2022) study, respondents claimed that through social media, they ac-
quired not only new vocabulary items, but also idioms, phrasal verbs, and slang and
learned how to use them naturally in different contexts. According to Tagliamonte
(2016), social media platforms, with their vast reach and participatory nature, have
further amplified the spread and adoption of slang expressions.

Aswe have noticed, both Italian and English internet slang have significant ben-
efits for the user. It is less formal and less meticulous regarding grammar and or-
thography compared to the traditional written language. In addition, sentences are
usually shorter, and users can easily avoid using complex verb constructions, such as
subjunctives and past tense (passato remoto) used in standard Italian.
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S. Didactical implications

Since the English code used in social media influences the user’s daily life, it has,
in turn, an impact on the ESL classroom. Creating relevance to student’s lives is
one aim of any foreign language classroom. Internet English and social media play
an integral role in students’ lives, thus integrating these in classroom activities can
stimulate their interest in learning English, while giving them a sense of belonging,
thereby raising awareness of the usefulness of the language itself.

Internet slang may be regarded as Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills
(BICS) (Cummins 2008), which is used as a language for social purposes, there-
fore, linked to General English courses in Italian universities; whereas, English
for Specific Purposes is connected to Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency
(CALP), the lingua franca used in academia. Cummins’ (2008) framework offers
a distinction between ‘conversational fluency’ and ‘academic language proficiency'’
At the tertiary level, ELLs need to know the difference between formal and infor-
mal language. Being exposed to informal language will prevent them from “misus-
ing or overusing slang or informal varieties” (Elsherif, Nsir 2015, 6).

However, teachers should be aware there are always pros and cons in using in-
ternet slang in the classroom - in fact, public opinion is split. Some say new tech-
nologies are making young people’s language poorer and less complex, i.c. less ca-
pable of describing and understanding reality. Since social media is designed for
informal communication, close to oral language, more casual and creative forms
of expressions are used, hence it is believed that digital abbreviations, for example,
tend to ‘dumb down’ language and spelling skills. Others believe every language is
a ‘work in progress, actually strengthening language, and only dead languages are
incapable of changing and adapting to new needs, as “language is always evolving,
and technology is a healthy part of that evolution” (Tarpley 2013). Tarpley (2013)
provides language evolution examples by the use of words such as: ‘googled’; ‘friend-
ed’; ‘tweeted’; ‘instagrammed’; and ‘storified’ However, it is important to remember
that content on social media is written by the general public and as such, it is not
edited, supervised, or checked, to ensure appropriate use of the language.

Many benefits may be envisaged for using social media in language learning.
The ease of access on any device allows flexibility to practice language at one’s con-
venience, which means continuous learning in target language is also enhanced in
out-of-class settings. Social media interaction occurs in real-time, which translates
in immediate and authentic language exposure. Real-time communication using
natural everyday language, not normally found in textbooks, can enrich second lan-
guage learners’ fluency and improve comprehension, especially with native speak-
ers. Additionally, social media offers a wide range of diverse learning materials and
resources, including videos; articles; quizzes; and podcasts, that could be employed
to meet students’ needs and learning styles. Canani and Zulli (2022) further sug-
gest learners should be encouraged to browse through TitTok clips, selected by
the teacher, to make a list of colloquial/informal expressions and practice them.
Furthermore, Alkamel (2024) provides a descriptive list of common social media
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platforms utilized in EFL teaching, underlining their use must be accompanied by
appropriate guidance and support from teachers.

Although student voice should be taken into consideration in curriculum design
(Filice 2020), teachers should not forget that including proper use of social media
needs to be a guided effort on their part, with the expected added advantage of
boosting motivation to learn, while fostering a sense of community support and
student engagement.

6. Conclusion

This paper examined the use and influence of social media in online and offline
communication concluding that social media influences the language of Italian
university students. The outcomes align with previous studies regarding the im-
portance of including slang in the English L2 syllabus (Bergami, Aulino, Piasecka,
Szymanska-Czaplak 2024; Boylu, Kardas 2020; Homuth, Piippo 2012; Kostic,
Burai 2023; Neshkovska 2020). Internet has driven slang to a global level, and dif-
fused it “across boundaries of geography, age, gender, education, occupation, and
so forth” (Eble 2003, 155) making it “a shared code by young people all over the
world” (Charkova 2007, 406). Our results support the need for a modern curric-
ulum that engages English L2 learners through the inclusion of items relevant to
their personal lives. Neshkovska (2020, 54) claims English L2 learners “acquire
slang mostly by listening to music, watching movies, surfing the net and communi-
cating with peers via social media”. Therefore, aiding language students in acquiring
informal communication skills, i.e. a non-academic register, is essential as “a lack of
knowledge of slang terms might not only significantly hinder their communication
with English native speakers but also lead to embarrassing and uncomfortable sit-
uations” (Neshkovska 2020, 59). Familiarity with slang helps students to develop
more native-like speech (Solano-Flores 2006), adapt more quickly in a predomi-
nately English-speaking environment, and establish social networks outside the
classroom more easily (Preece 2009).

Respondents in this study expressed a strong interest in the use of VSNs in their
daily lives, hence English teachers should take into consideration that VSNs can
influence the learning of ESL. However, additional investigation is essential to
examine the effectiveness of using social media to learn English internet slang, and
whether it helps improve English fluency. Studies could entail gender choice, to
discover which VSNs are more popular with males and females, and also the time
of day social media is used. Opportunities exist for further research in introducing/
adopting slang as part of ESL teaching, including exploration of whether Artificial
Intelligence could be a positive or negative teaching tool. This study highlights
the need for further insight into the continuing changing aspects of internet slang,
how it is influenced over time and how, in turn, it impacts both online and offline
communications.
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