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was subsequently refined by Halliday and his associates in 1964, who formulated a 

theory of register which holds that:  

 

… the language we speak or write varies according to the type of situation. 

This in itself is no more than stating the obvious. What the theory of 

register does is attempt to uncover the general principles which govern 

this variation, so that we can begin to understand what situational factors 

determine what linguistic features. It is a fundamental property of all 

languages that they display variation according to use; but surprisingly 

little is yet known about the nature of the variation involved, largely 

because of the difficulty of identifying the controlling factors. 

(Halliday 1978, p.32, emphasis original) 

 

Following the establishment of register theory by Halliday (1985, p.12), he identified 

three factors that determine the choice of register: 

 

1. The field of discourse: what is happening; what is the nature of the social 

action taking place; and what are the participants engaged in? 

2. The tenor of discourse: who is taking part; what is the nature of the 

relationship between the participants; and what are the participants’ statuses 

and rules? 

3. The mode of discourse: what part is language playing; what is it that the 

participants expect language to do for them in the situation; and what is the 

channel of the communication (written, spoken or a combination of the two)? 

 

These three factors are used to decide on the most appropriate register to be used 

for a given context. Halliday (1985, pp.39-40) further distinguishes between ‘closed’ 

and ‘open’ registers: a closed register is one in which the total number of possible 

messages is fixed, finite and without scope for individuality, while an open register is 

one normally used for informal and spontaneous communication. However, we are 

never completely free from the constraints of a linguistic system as messages would 

otherwise cease being intelligible (Crystal 2008b, p.1). Textese thus would evidently 

make use of an open register as it caters for individuality and is decidedly informal. 

 

Leckie-Tarry (1995, p.2) further distinguishes between oral and literate registers, as 

well as context of situation, context of text and context of culture. While certain 

linguists are inclined to restrict the context of a text to the context of the situation, 

Leckie-Tarry (1995, p.3) argues that “no precise understanding of the linguistic 

process is possible without taking into account all levels of context”. The different 
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components comprising register are depicted in Figure 8. Accordingly, Leckie-Tarry 

(ibid.) argues that any text will principally be governed by any one of the components 

of context of situation, context of text, and context of culture as depicted: 

 

Figure 8: Leckie-Tarry’s (1995) model of register 

 
Adapted from Leckie-Tarry (1995) 

Furthermore, registers are defined in terms of their functional components, which 

may usefully be captured on Leckie-Tarry’s (1995, p.63) ‘cline of register’.1 Attributing 

distinctly different characteristics to oral and literate (written) registers, Leckie-Tarry 

(1995, p.64) distinguishes between the two registers: 

 

Figure 9: Characteristics distinguishing oral and literate registers 

                                                        REGISTER 

Oral 
 

interpersonal 
verbal style 

informal spoken 
unstable 

propositional 
child 

 

Literate 
 

ideational 
nominal style 
formal written 

stable  
lexical 
adult 

 
 

Adapted from Leckie-Tarry (1995, p.64) 

 

The six characteristics of an oral register described in Figure 9 are applicable to 

textese as it is indeed (1) interpersonal, as secondary school learners interact with 

each other via the various social media contexts in which textese is used 

predominantly; (2) verbal, as research has shown that secondary school learners 

view texting as talking rather than writing (UK Department of Education 2012, p.5, 

Jacobs 2008, p.207, Lenhart et al. 2008, p.13); (3) informal spoken, as secondary 

                                                 
1
 Although ‘cline’ is normally used to denote the graded sequence of differences within a species from a 

biological point of view, Leckie-Tarry employs the word in a linguistic sense to denote different registers. 
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school learners predominantly use the social media platforms to interact with friends 

(thus not for academic purposes); (4) unstable, as various different textese 

abbreviations may be used to denote the same word (for example, ‘mayb’, ‘mybe’, 

‘myb’, ‘mab’, ‘mAB’, ‘mabe’, and ‘mAbe’ could all present the word ‘maybe’ (Crystal 

2008a, p.32); (5) propositional, as textese frequently proposes new writing and 

spelling conventions; and (6) uses a register preferred by the younger digital native 

generation. Conversely, the more formal register associated with written Standard 

English is (1) ideational, meaning that written English should represent the ideal form 

of the language; (2) nominal, being the self-styled ideal form that language users 

should strive to attain; (3) formal, signifying a decidedly more formal context of use; 

(4) stable, as the lexical items used in formal written Standard English are 

necessarily recognised in the English lexicon; (5) lexical, as the words used in formal 

written Standard English have already been incorporated into the English lexicon; 

and (6) the register predominantly used by adults. 

 

Due to the fact that texting is viewed as an oral mode of expression, albeit in written 

form, it employs a predominantly oral register, and thus relies heavily on phonetic 

writing, that is, writing words as they would be spoken. Applying Halliday’s three 

aforementioned factors to determine the most appropriate register to be used for a 

given context, namely field, tenor and mode, it may be asserted that the field of 

textese discourse is informal, social conversation; the tenor is the digital natives who 

want to communicate as quickly and efficiently as possible with their peers; and the 

mode is the use of language to convey information through an oral register, but 

expressed in written form. It may thus be inferred that the collective perception of 

secondary school learners, who globally comprise the most significant user group of 

texters, view texting as talking, assigning all the above-mentioned elements 

associated with an oral register to it. However, the digital immigrant generation views 

texting as a form of writing, thus expecting that the more formal elements of a written 

register will be retained by the younger generation of texters, but this evidently does 

not happen.  

 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, young adults in the USA between the ages of 18 and 24 

sent and received an average of 109 text messages per day in 2011, which translate 

into 763 per week, 3 270 per month and 39 785 per year (Pew Internet 2011, p.4). 

This number will naturally far exceed the combined number of school assignments, 

homework tasks, tests and exams written by any secondary school learner. While it 

is difficult to estimate an accurate ratio of the number of times an act of texting 
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exceeds a formal academic task, it will suffice to note that globally, both in developed 

and developing countries, the average secondary school learner will engage in the 

act of texting far more often than he/she will in completing an academic writing task 

(Hansen 2011, p.3). This is due to digital communication allowing for a larger number 

of people to be drawn into individuals’ communicative circles, in which casual writing 

and a more informal register are often the norm (Wood et al. 2014a, p.96). It is then 

natural that secondary school learners might sometimes confuse the two different 

registers used for formal (academic) and informal (textese) writing, as they might 

have become desensitised and potentially have reached the point of saturation 

(O’Connor 2005, p.2, Brown-Owens et al. 2003, p.17), and could therefore use 

textisms inadvertently (Rankin 2010, p.4, Carrington 2005, p.161). However, Crystal 

(2008c), and Thomas and McGee (2012, p.20) disagree with this position, asserting 

that children in general have a very precise grasp of context, with Kasesniemi (2003, 

p.208) agreeing that most secondary school learners are in possession of several 

different repertoires. It could then be that it is “the ability to modulate one’s use of 

textisms according to the intended recipient” (Wood et al. 2014a, p.97) that requires 

investigation. It is this ability of SASSLATS to modulate and decide on the most 

appropriate ‘repertoire’ given the context with which my inquiry is concerned. 

 

I have therefore identified register theory as my theoretical framework to test my null 

hypothesis, namely that SASSLATS will struggle to identify textisms in a formal 

writing context. My research question, which relates to the potential of textese to 

drive language change, will be considered within the ambit of my second theoretical 

framework of historical linguistics as discussed in the next section.  

3.3 Historical linguistics 

For the second part of my inquiry I shall use historical linguistics to argue that textese 

is a driver of language change. Historical linguistics is the branch of linguistics 

concerned with the processes of language change and was also the first branch of 

linguistics to be placed on a firm scholarly footing (Trask 2000, p.150). Relevant 

aspects of sociolinguistics will also be discussed and included in my theoretical 

framework as and when appropriate. As indicated by the extracts provided below of 

formal written Standard English throughout the ages, it may be asserted with some 

confidence that English has constantly been changing, and indeed is still changing 

(Hock & Joseph 2009, p.8, Hale 2007, p.3, Denison & Hogg 2006, p.5, Crystal 2005, 

p.357, Aitchison 2001, p.251).  
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When looking at a language over an extended period of time, one notable 

observation is that language change does not occur in distinct phases but may 

instead be observed along an historical continuum (Schendl 2001, p.5). This 

essentially means that users of the English language are able to understand easily 

the language of generations immediately before and after them, but find it 

increasingly difficult to understand language the further it is removed chronologically 

from their own variant (ibid.).  

 

Confirming that variability is inherent in language, some of my older colleagues at 

work still write words such as ‘today’ and ‘tomorrow’ as ‘to-day’ and ‘to-morrow’. 

There is no difference in meaning but when I saw the words written as such for the 

first time I realised that the spellings must have been the Standard English (i.e. the 

dictionary form) spelling some time ago before dropping the hyphen to constitute the 

Standard English spelling we know today as ‘today’ and ‘tomorrow’. This example 

accounts for variation in language use, albeit very simplistically. The mere fact that 

textese spelling and writing conventions are different from Standard English indicates 

that there is undoubtedly variation, and variation is, in turn, indicative of change 

taking place (Schendl 2001, p.72). Language users will therefore have different 

‘variants’ of many different lexical items at their disposal, which they will use at 

different times depending on the situation and context (Schendl 2001, p.68). The 

fluctuating use of these variants can be associated with certain groups of language 

users so that the collective preference of a group of people of a certain age, race, 

sex or social class may be generalised to reveal what their typical usage would 

comprise (ibid.). Going back to my simplistic example of the spelling variation of the 

word ‘to-day/today’, one may observe that there is a period of variation and 

coexistence between new and old forms in the process of change. This period of 

variation has often been ignored in historical linguistics under the assumption that 

language change cannot be observed directly (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2003, 

p.716). Croft (2010, p.2) describes language change as being a two-step process: 

the first step is innovation, which inevitably leads to the second step, namely that of 

variation. 

 

Accordingly, Denison and Hogg (2006, p.37) describe the mechanism of language 

change as being either innovative or diffusive in nature, with innovation being “the 

introduction of a new variant, possibly initially characterisable as an error [emphasis 

mine]”. Innovations may therefore either become preferred or not. In contrast, 

diffusion is the spread of a variant from the point where it has become a viable option 
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for a number of language users. Denison and Hogg (2006, p.37) use an idealised  

S-curve to represent competition between two variants as depicted in Figure 10. 

 

Figure 10: Denison and Hogg’s (2006) idealised S-curve 

 

Adapted from Denison and Hogg (2006, p.37) 

 

The horizontal axis represents linear time, while the vertical axis depicts the number 

of available occasions, expressed as a percentage, on which an innovation is used 

rather than the older variant. At first, the innovation is used sporadically, with its 

frequency increasing very slowly while remaining low for an extended period of time. 

Only once the innovation is used around 20% of the time does its rate of use begin to 

increase dramatically (Denison & Hogg 2006, p.37). As the curve of the growth rate 

of the use of the innovation becomes steeper, the innovation relatively quickly 

replaces the older variant as the dominant form. However, once the use of the 

innovation’s growth rate reaches approximately 80%, it starts falling again, thereby 

allowing the older variant to survive at a low frequency (Denison & Hogg 2006, p.38). 

Linguistic changes therefore tend to be the result of two equivalent forms coexisting 

as variants for some time before one gives way to the other (Schendl 2001, p.3). The 

steepest part of the S-curve, that is the point at which actual language change 

essentially occurs, is driven predominantly by the subject group of this inquiry, 

namely younger teenagers (Labov 2001, p.449). It is crucial to note, however, that 

once a change has entered a language, it can be accelerated, slowed down or even 

reversed by both social and linguistic factors (Aitchison 2000, p.161). 

 

Specifically with regard to my inquiry, it may be noted that textese forms would 

constitute ‘innovations’ as per Denison and Hogg’s model of language change, with 

the perceived threat posed by textese to the digital immigrant generation’s Standard 
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English being that the textese forms are slowly starting to replace the older Standard 

English variants as the dominant form (Nadeem et al. 2012, p.1234, Omar & Miah 

2012, p.9, Rankin 2010, p.58, Bodomo 2009, p.113). Because ‘standard’ language is 

measured against a set, as opposed to an evolving, benchmark, language change is 

generally perceived negatively and a view of language’s supposed ‘fall from grace’ is 

generally assumed (Hock 1991, p.1-2). Not surprisingly, and concurring with the 

popular view of textese portrayed in the media, the most prevalent view on linguistic 

change is therefore that it is a matter of decay caused by:  

 

… slovenly or imprecise speech habits which violate the rules of language. 

And these rules, in turn, are considered sacrosanct, established for all 

eternity, at a certain stage of the language which is believed to have been 

its Golden Age. Or sometimes they are considered to have been 

established in another language which is considered the most and whose 

grammar is thought to be the model for the grammars of all other 

languages. 

(Hock 1991, p.627) 

 

Similarly, the traditional canon of English literature, which includes the writings of 

Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Pope, Wordsworth and Shaw, is often 

invoked as an image of a better past – a set of standards from which contemporary 

use has sadly fallen (Maybin 1996, p.239). Moreover, language users sometimes 

compare one language to the rules established in another language – a practice that 

holds true for English and is evidenced by the fact that to this day language purists 

frown upon splitting infinitives because it is impossible to do so in Latin (a highly 

prominent influence on English in the Elizabethan era). This despite there being no 

conclusive argument for not splitting them in English (Birchfield 2004, pp.736-738). 

For example, historical linguists in the nineteenth century would have been 

introduced to the field of linguistics by means of a thorough study of the classical 

European languages, namely Latin and Greek (Hock & Joseph 2009, p.6). They 

would then have been persuaded that these tongues of classical antiquity were the 

most perfect on earth, while their contemporary language was but a poor imitation of 

the bygone perfection (ibid.). As a result, many language users tend to view their 

language use as inferior or worse than that of their predecessors, viewing language 

use as unavoidably decaying or declining as time passes (Schendl 2001, p.6). There 

is therefore a widely held belief that language change must necessarily mean 

deterioration and decay (Crystal 2005, p.458). The digital immigrants thus observe 

the casual language use of the younger generation, and automatically conclude that 
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standards have fallen markedly (ibid.). It is accordingly common for the digital 

immigrant generation to perceive contemporary language usage as illustrating the 

problem of ‘decay’ at its worst, but this view is shared by every generation (ibid.).  

 

Furthermore, language change has historically been viewed as gradually declining 

(Aitchison 2001, p.251), and users of English have a long tradition of complaining 

about the way in which English is developing (Crystal 2004b, p.249). It therefore 

comes as no surprise that “the conviction that [English] is decaying is so much more 

widespread than the belief that it is progressing” (Aitchison 2001, p.7). Eighteenth 

century England was particularly hostile to the idea of language change, advocating 

regularity and order (Schendl 2001, p.6). Indeed, many of the foremost intellectual 

and literary figures of the eighteenth century, including Jonathan Swift and Samuel 

Johnson, vigorously opposed the idea of language change. In 1712, Jonathan Swift 

wrote A Proposal for Correcting, Improving and Ascertaining the English Tongue in a 

letter to the Earl of Oxford and Mortimer. Swift (1712, p.8) complains that “our 

language is extremely imperfect; that its daily improvements are by no means in 

proportion to its daily corruptions; and that the pretenders to polish and refine it, have 

chiefly multiplied abuses and absurdities; and, that in many instances, it offends 

against every part of grammar”. Summing up the prevailing perspective of the time, 

Swift wanted to stop English from changing any further as he could “see no absolute 

necessity why any language should be perpetually changing” (1712, p.16). 

Resonating the assumed threat posed by textese, Swift (1712, p.22) informs us that 

“most of the books we see now a-days [sic], are full of … manglings and 

abbreviations [emphasis added]”. Swift (1712, p.31) was so opposed to language 

change that he thought it “better a [l]anguage should not be wholly perfect, than that 

it should be perpetually changing”.  

 

In planning his famous Dictionary of the English Language (1755), entitled The Plan 

for a Dictionary of the English Language (1747), Johnson labels all linguistic change 

as being “of itself an evil” (1747, p.36), and wrote in the preface that “tongues 

[languages], like governments, have a natural tendency to degeneration” (1755, pp.5-

6). Moreover, disgust about the ‘appalling’ state of the English language and 

remedies to improve were at their height in the eighteenth century (Aitchison, 

2001:8). In the nineteenth century, linguists and philologists were inclined to see 

language change strictly as either progress or decay, with decay being the 

predominant view (McMahon 1994, pp.315-316). Even professional linguists in the 

nineteenth century were inclined to view language as a growing organism with an 
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evolutionary stage, a brief period of evolutionary perfection, and inevitable 

subsequent decay (Schendl 2001, p.7). Up to the 1870s, most historical linguists 

subscribed to the idea that language change was tantamount to language decay 

(Hock & Joseph 2009, p.6).  

 

Later, in 1947, Sifferd (1947, p.340) noted that “for some years the question of 

whether children are as proficient in spelling today as they were a generation or two 

ago has been debated pro and con”, while Furness expressed the following opinion 

in 1958 (1958, p.390): “Yes, it is true. Businessmen, industrialists, and laymen have 

complained about the poor spelling of young people whom they employ”. Moreover, 

in 1980, the literary editor of The Times complained that English grammar was 

becoming “simpler and coarser”, while a 1982 newspaper article expressed the 

opinion that “the standard of speech and pronunciation in England has declined so 

much … that one is almost ashamed to let foreigners hear it” (Aitchison 2001, p.5).  

 

Language change and its perceived degeneration has even featured in poetry as 

captured in Ogden Nash’s poem entitled “Laments for a Dying Language” (1962): 

 

Coin brassy words at will, debase the coinage; 

We’re in an if-you-cannot-lick-them-join-them-age, 

A slovenliness provides its own excuse age, 

Where usage overnight condones misusage. 

Farewell, farewell to my beloved language, 

Once English, now a vile orangutanguage.  
 

As evidenced by the extract from more than 50 years ago, concern over the standard 

of English language use in general, and the younger generation’s language use in 

particular, is not a new development. For centuries, books have lamented the 

degeneration of the English language, with the authors warning that language use 

will inevitably become worse should the conventions disapproved of by them run 

rampant (Hock & Joseph 2009, p.5).  

 

The proponents of the aforementioned language decay theory often hold up the 

language of Shakespeare, and later Milton, as a standard against which subsequent 

writings should be judged. However, Shakespeare himself was a linguistic innovator 

and user of slang, popularising words such as ‘nervy’, ‘rancorous’, ‘puke’, 

‘assassination’ and ‘sanctimonious’ (Webb 2010). Similarly, as part of a project 

started in 2000, every single word in the Oxford English Dictionary is currently being 

revised to ensure that the lexicon of the English language reflects its current usage 
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(Oxford English Dictionary 2012). In addition to this substantial revision, the Oxford 

English Dictionary republishes its entire database online every three months, with 

“new words added for the first time and older entries revised according to the 

exacting standards of modern historical lexicography” (Oxford English Dictionary 

2012). In each quarterly revision, approximately 1 600 words are added or amended 

to continually reflect the most relevant and current lexicon of the English language.  

 

This approach followed by the Oxford English Dictionary of continually updating and 

amending the English lexicon concurs with the position assumed by scholarly 

observers on the topic of language change, such as Aitchison (2003, 2001), Baugh 

and Cable (2012), Crystal (2008a, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c, 2005, 2004b, 2001, 2000), 

Hale (2007), Joseph and Janda (2003) and McMahon (1994), who are of the view 

that any language that is spoken is alive and must therefore necessarily adapt and 

evolve Crystal (2005, p.357). Indeed, as early as the Middle English period writers 

started noticing that the English language was evolving (Crystal 2004b, p.169), and 

McMahon (1994, pp.316-318) accordingly proposes that we assume an evolutionary 

view of language as language should continually adapt to reflect the ever-changing 

environment in which it is used. The call to assume an evolutionary stance on 

language change is also shared by Baugh and Cable (2012, pp.2-3), according to 

whom it is natural for a language to evolve constantly, incorporate new words and 

spelling variations, and discard the outdated ones. This stands in stark contrast to 

Jonathan Swift’s (1712, p.31) view that language should rather be “imperfect than 

constantly changing”. However, Crystal (2008a, 2005, 2004b), and Baugh and Cable 

(2012) caution against viewing contemporary English in absolute terms as 

representing the pinnacle of linguistic evolution rather than merely being part of a 

larger, continuous process. Languages do not develop, progress, decay, evolve or 

act according to any of the metaphors which imply a specific endpoint and level of 

excellence: they simply change as society changes (Crystal 2005, p.459).  

 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, I am therefore of the view that secondary school 

learners’ exposure to the more informal language contexts offered by texting might, 

over time, result in the more formal aspects of formal written Standard English 

becoming informalised (Goodman 1996, p.145) or ‘conversationalised’ (Fairclough 

1994, p.147). It is reiterated that although language change largely occurs when 

casual styles of speech become accepted in more formal settings, and not the other 

way around, it does not necessarily imply that language is becoming increasingly 

informal (Aitchison 2003, p.739). 
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Textese is therefore a driver of language change, with its detractors claiming it is 

tantamount to language decay, while its supporters believe it is simply language 

change, or even the natural evolution of language. Accordingly, my research 

question of what the implications are for formal written Standard English in South 

Africa in terms of SASSLATS’ ability to identify textisms in formal written Standard 

English relates to this debate: if I can answer my research question satisfactorily, I 

might be in a position to express an informed opinion on the debate of whether 

textese constitutes language evolution or language decay. While language evolution 

shall be dealt with presently, it may be noted that for the purpose of this inquiry 

‘language decay’ shall necessary denote a deterioration in language’s ability to 

perform its primary function, namely that of facilitating communication and ensuring 

intelligibility. The notion of language decay is discussed hereunder as an opposing 

concept to the notion of ‘language evolution’. Although not explicitly part of my 

research scope, this precipitates the question: what is the difference between 

‘language evolution’ and ‘language change’? Is there, in fact, a difference?  

 

In order to provide satisfactory answers to these questions, I refer to Crystal’s 

(2008a, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c, 2005, 2004b, 2001, 2000) numerous books on 

language change, in which he assumes an evolutionary point of view in the post-

Darwinian sense of the term. Unlike pre-Darwinian, early nineteenth-century linguists 

and intellectuals, who saw linguistic change as language necessarily progressing 

from a more primitive to an ideal, necessarily more complex state of language, 

followed by an inevitable period of decay (Schendl 2001, p.83), Crystal assumes a 

post-Darwinian perspective: he does not see language evolution as either progress 

or decay, but as a natural process leading to variation and natural selection among 

the existing variants which, in turn, leads to language change. Crystal’s use of the 

word ‘evolution’ does therefore not strictly correlate to the dictionary form, with a 

synonym for Crystal’s use of ‘evolution’ being ‘change’, ‘adaptation’ or ‘development’, 

rather than ‘progression’ or ‘improvement’. Crystal views language evolution, 

specifically English evolution, as the language’s ability to adapt to the ever-changing 

demands imposed upon it as a global language rather than becoming increasingly 

adept at fulfilling its primary function of conveying meaning. This view is shared by 

McMahon (1994, p.315), who recommends that a post-Darwinian view of evolution 

be assumed when addressing the topic of language change.  

 

It would therefore seem that, as a driver of language change, textese does not 

represent language evolution in the pre-Darwinian sense of the word, nor does it 
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represent language decay. This is the same conclusion reached by Aitchison (2001, 

p.253), who found that “we must conclude therefore that language is ebbing and 

flowing like the tide, but neither progressing nor decaying, as far as we can tell”. 

Accordingly, in order to show that language is evolving in the pre-Darwinian sense of 

the word, it must be shown that language is improving – thus becoming ‘better’ at 

performing its primary function. The primary functions of language are to convey 

meaning by acting as facilitator of communication, with the greatest threat to this 

function being incomprehensibility (Crystal 2004b, p.222, Dunbar 2003, p.219), and 

to communicate ideas and transmit information from one person to another (Crystal 

2005, p.462). If the primary function of language is to convey meaning, it is extremely 

difficult to prove that Modern (contemporary) English is more ‘evolved’ than Middle 

English or Old English by virtue of the fact that it is better at fulfilling language’s 

primary function of conveying meaning and facilitating communication. It accordingly 

stands to reason that Old English would have been just as accessible to its target 

audience (users of Old English) than Middle English would have been to its target 

audience (users of Middle English) and than Modern English is to us as users of 

Modern English. Therefore the actual function of language cannot evolve and the 

effectiveness with which language fulfils its primary functions of conveying meaning 

and facilitating communication cannot be determined in terms of varying degrees – 

language simply conveys meaning or it does not (although it would presumably do so 

with varying degrees of success). Aitchison (2001, p.13) concurs with this notion that 

“the language of Chaucer’s or Shakespeare’s time was no better and no worse than 

that of our own – just different”.  

 

In view of the above, I consider my research question of what the implications are for 

formal written Standard English in South Africa in terms of SASSLATS’ ability to 

identify textisms in formal written Standard English within the debate of whether 

textese, as a driver of language change, constitutes language evolution (in the post-

Darwinian sense of the term) or language decay. 

3.4 Research philosophy 

As per the key attributes of positivism (Phillips & Burbules 2000), I believe that 

objective data, evidence and rational considerations shape knowledge, where the 

researcher collects information through the use of instruments based on measures 

completed by respondents or observations recorded by the researcher. However, as 

absolute objectivity is ultimately unattainable, I subscribe more to the postpositivist 
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worldview as it realises this truth; acknowledging that the social scientist can never 

be absolutely certain about knowledge claims when studying the behaviour and 

actions of humans (Mertens 2010a, p.12, Creswell 2009, p.7).  

 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, I believe that my research hypothesis can be tested 

objectively by means of statistical analysis of the data obtained. Accordingly, 

although all efforts were made to ensure that I remained as objective as possible 

during my research, I acknowledge that I cannot be completely ‘positive’ about my 

claims of knowledge (Creswell 2009, p.7). Nevertheless, my ontological view is that 

while absolute objectivity is impossible, there is indeed one ‘truth’ for my inquiry as I 

believe that my results will reveal that SASSLATS either do or do not struggle to 

identify textisms in a formal writing context. I accordingly believe in the postpositivist 

assumption that there is one reality for my inquiry, but that this reality can only be 

known within a certain level of probability (Mertens 2010a, p.12). Owing to the fact 

that I focused heavily on the objective, statistical results provided by the data (as will 

be discussed in Chapter 4), I opted for a quantitative research design as explained in 

section 3.5. Postpositivism as philosophical worldview was deemed to be the most 

appropriate worldview for my inquiry as its assumptions generally hold true more for 

quantitative than for qualitative research (Creswell 2009, p.6). 

3.5 Research design 

I employed a quantitative research design as such an approach is appropriate in 

instances where the researcher intends to test objective theories by examining the 

relationship among variables (Creswell 2009, p.4). These variables are usually 

measured by instruments so that the data can be analysed using statistical 

procedures. A quantitative approach was therefore used to test my null hypothesis 

and answer my research question. Although not part of the explicit focus of my 

inquiry, qualitative elements were included as and when appropriate. These elements 

are discussed in greater detail when analysing and interpreting the results. A 

diagrammatical presentation of the research design employed in this inquiry is 

provided in Figure 11. 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



78 

Figure 11: Diagrammatical presentation of the research design  

    Quantitative research design     
      ↓       

 
Null hypothesis 

SASSLATS will struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing context.  

      ↓       

 
Research question 

What are the implications for formal written Standard English in South Africa in terms of 
SASSLATS’ ability to identify textisms in formal written Standard English? 

 

      ↓       

              Theoretical framework 1: Register theory (to test hypothesis)  

 Theoretical framework 2: Historical linguistics (to answer research question)  

   ↓    

 
Instrument 1: learners’ 
proofreading protocol ← Instrument design → 

Instrument 2: teachers’ 
questionnaire  

      ↓       

 

1. Ethics Committee of the 
Faculty of Education of 
the University of Pretoria 

2. Gauteng Department of 
Education 

3. Relevant research sites 

4. Teacher respondents 

5. Learner respondents 

6. Parents/guardians 

← 
Ethical matters: Obtain 

relevant approvals → 

1. Ethics Committee of the 
Faculty of Education of 
the University of Pretoria 

2. Gauteng Department of 
Education 

3. Relevant research sites 

4. Teacher respondents 

5. Learner respondents 

6. Parents/guardians 

 

      ↓       

 
Pilot learners’ research 
instrument and amend ← Pilot study → 

Pilot teachers’ research 
instrument and amend 

 

      ↓       

 Concurrent data collection ← Data collection → Concurrent data collection  

      ↓       

 
1. Conventional statistical 

analysis 

2. Rasch analysis 
← Data analysis → 

Conventional statistical 
analysis  

      ↓       

 
Present results in tables, 
figures and statements ← Data presentation → 

Present results in tables, 
figures and statements  

      ↓       

   Results interpretation    

      ↓       

 Test null hypothesis and answer research question  

      ↓       

  Reporting and conclusion   

             

Legend: 

1. Words in bold indicate the null hypothesis, research question and theoretical frameworks. 

2. Bold blocks indicate the various steps of the research design. 

3. Down arrows (↓) indicate one step preceding another. 

4. Side arrows (←/→) indicate actions happening concurrently. 

Adapted from Creswell and Plano Clark (2011, p.205) 
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3.6 Research sites and respondents  

3.6.1 Research sites 

For ease of reference, Pretoria’s geographical location in Gauteng Province (in red), 

South Africa is provided in the figure below: 

 

Figure 12: Map of South Africa 
 

 
 

 

Pretoria is South Africa’s administrative capital and is part of the province of Gauteng 

– South Africa’s wealthiest province both in terms of per capita income and gross 

domestic product measured by province. The Old East of Pretoria is home to many 

embassies, upmarket shopping malls and restaurants, top schools (primary and 

secondary) and the University of Pretoria, while the newer affluent southern suburbs 

of Pretoria boast several new upmarket security and golf estates, and gated 

communities. Pretoria has seen several English private schools open since 

democracy in 1994, and several of these private schools were approached to 

participate in the study. I approached a total of nine both private and public schools, 

five of which agreed to participate in the study. Of these five schools, four furnished 

me with completed instruments. Of these four schools, one school omitted to request 

the learners and their parents to complete the letters of consent. The data obtained 
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from this school were therefore inadmissible, meaning that three schools were 

ultimately used as research sites: two public schools and one private school.  

 

All the research sites excelled academically and were consistently placed within the 

top 20 academic schools in the Pretoria region in terms of the number of distinctions 

achieved per learner, exit examination pass rates and university exemption 

(delivering students eligible to apply for university admission based on minimum 

entry requirements). It was therefore assumed that their learners’ English writing and 

spelling abilities represented the upper end of the spectrum, with the assumption that 

schools that did not excel as much academically would probably have scored lower 

on the learners’ proofreading protocol. At the time of the study, the three research 

sites, henceforth labelled Site A, Site B and Site C, had had 100% exit examination 

pass rates for the past several years, with one of the research sites boasting a 100% 

exit examination pass rate since opening in 2007. In terms of learning resources, all 

three research sites had computer laboratories, low staff-to-learner ratios of 

approximately 1:25 and a wide variety of extramural activities ranging from business, 

bridge, angling and film clubs, to diverse sports such as fencing and water polo. 

Given that the public schools were situated in the affluent Old East of Pretoria, with 

accompanying higher school fees, the selected public schools were more akin to a 

private school in terms of the quality of education and school facilities. 

3.6.2 Respondents 

Learners 

All the respondents used in my study attended the research sites discussed in 

section 3.6.1. The respondents were selected based on their age (between 13 and 

17 years old), their grade (from grade 8 to 11), the fact that they were schooled in 

English and their socio-economic background (given their attendance of the research 

sites mentioned above). Respondents’ gender was not a criterion for selection, 

although one of the research sites was a single-sex boys’ school. One of the reasons 

why I had elected to use respondents attending the historically stronger academic 

schools in the Pretoria region was that, at least in my mind, learners attending these 

schools would in years to come probably go on to fill numerous qualified positions in 

leading institutions where one might expect to find Standard English to be used, such 

as government, the professions, politics, law courts and the media (Crystal 2008d, 

p.450, Quirk et al. 1985, p.18). I had therefore selected them as the most probable 

standard-bearers of Standard English in years to come as the learners at upper 
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middle class schools would likely have aspirations where mastery of Standard 

English would be required. Furthermore, by virtue of the research sites being located 

in the more affluent suburbs of Pretoria, I argued that respondents attending these 

schools would most likely have their own mobile phones. I argued this based on the 

fact that in 2013 already more than 75% of South Africans with an income of below 

R432 (approximately US$40) per month per household member who were 15 years 

or older owned a mobile phone (Peyper 2013). I therefore assumed that the learners 

attending the selected research sites would be extremely likely to have their own 

mobile phones, or at least ready access to one. 

 

Based on the public image of the schools and after discussions with several 

educators, I assumed for the purposes of this study that the academic proficiency of, 

for example, a grade 10 learner in the selected private schools would be similar to 

the academic proficiency of a grade 10 learner in the selected public schools. In 

addition, I originally intended to include grade 12 learners as respondents; however, 

given their preparation for their examinations, it was considered prudent not to 

involve them. I therefore narrowed my scope to focus on SASSLATS specifically. 
 

Teachers 

As shown in section 3.6.1, the research sites were selected with very specific criteria 

in mind. I accordingly deemed it appropriate to use teacher respondents who taught 

the actual learner respondents at the selected research sites so as to draw the most 

relevant comparisons between their responses and those of the learner respondents. 

The teachers who participated in the study were therefore the teachers of the 

participating learners. As a result, the teacher respondents were not selected at 

random, but were approached based on the fact that they taught relevant subjects at 

the selected research sites. To this end, ten teachers were approached from each 

research site: four English language teachers, two History teachers, two Life Science 

teachers and two Economic Science teachers. The English teachers were the 

English teachers of the learner participants, while the teachers of the other subjects 

(History, Life Science and Economic Science) were also from the selected research 

sites but not necessarily the actual subject teachers of the learner respondents. The 

English teachers therefore answered the questionnaire in terms of the exact same 

learners who participated, while the teachers of the other subjects would have 

answered the questionnaire in terms of a largely similar, but not identical, group of 

students from the same research site. The rationale behind this decision was to 

determine whether language teachers observed more textisms in their learners’ 
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writing than other subjects where substantial writing was produced by learners, such 

as History or Economic Science. I postulated that content teachers would possibly 

observe textisms more often as learners would focus more on content than form in 

subjects such as History and Life Science. However, I also considered the possibility 

that language teachers might be more sensitive to textese use and would thus 

perceive instances of textism use to be more frequent or problematic. For the 

purpose of my inquiry, the two groups of teachers are denoted ‘language’ and 

‘content’ teachers respectively. 

3.7 Instrument design 

3.7.1 Learners: proofreading protocol 

Rationale 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, I decided to employ a proofreading protocol 

(Addendum A). I also decided to compile the proofreading protocol electronically in 

Microsoft Word, but to print it for the purposes of my research because, from a visual 

perspective, it resembled more closely the typed font produced by electronic devices. 

While I acknowledge that there are two different processes involved in writing and 

proofreading, I believe that a proofreading protocol is more likely to reveal whether 

SASSLATS will struggle to identify textisms in formal written English.  

 

I further decided on a proofreading protocol as it would not ‘cue’ learners that there 

was a specific error, as a dictated or word recognition writing exercise would. 

A proofreading protocol would also allow me to include a protocol involving target 

words as per Drouin and Davis’s (2009, p.65) recommendation by populating the 

instrument with specific textese-related errors from the categories of textese use 

discussed in the following section. 

 

Categories of textese use and description of instrument 

 

Based on the numerous studies discussed in Chapter 2 (particularly Rankin 2010, 

p.58, Plester, Wood & Joshi 2009, p.151, Crystal 2008a, pp.22-62, Hård af 

Segerstad 2005, pp.40-46, Thurlow 2003, Bodomo & Lee 2002, p.23, Kasesniemi 

2003, p.41) and the aforementioned fears over the informalisation of English, I have 

identified the following 13 categories of textese use with which I populated my 

proofreading protocol: 
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Table 5: Characteristics of textese 

Number Characteristic Example 

1  Shortenings, including omitted 
hyphenation 

‘bro’ for ‘brother’ and ‘tues’ for ‘Tuesday’ 

2  Contractions ‘plz’ for ‘please’ and ‘watcha’ for ‘what are 
you’ 

3  G-clippings ‘goin’ for ‘going’ and ‘doin’ for ‘doing’ 

4  Other clippings ‘hav’ for ‘have’ and ‘wil’ for ‘will’ 

5  Omitted apostrophes ‘cant’ for ‘can’t’, ‘dads’ for ‘dad’s’, and ‘ur’ for 
‘your/you’re’ 

6  Acronyms and initialisms ‘SA’ for ‘South Africa’ and the reduction of 
words to their initial letters such as ‘ttfn’ for ‘ta 
ta for now’ 

7  Symbols and emoticons ‘@’ for ‘at’, ‘&’ for ‘and’, ‘#’ for ‘number’ and 
/ 

8  Letter and number homophones ‘2moro’ for ‘tomorrow’ and ‘b4’ for ‘before’ 

9  Non-conventional spellings ‘fone’ for ‘phone’, ‘rite’ for ‘right/write’, and 
‘skool’ for ‘school’ 

10  Informal tone and register  Informal address such as ‘Hi’ instead of ‘Dear’ 
and slang terms used 

11  Omitted articles Omission of both ‘the’ and ‘a/an’ 

12  Lack of capitalisation At the beginning of a sentence or for proper 
nouns 

13  Lack of punctuation Missing commas and full stops 
 

All 13 categories listed above have been employed in or identified by previous 

studies (see Wood et al. 2014b, p.285, Houser 2012, pp.66-69, Rosen et al. 2010, 

p.433, Rankin 2010, p.58, Freudenberg 2009, p.42, Plester, Wood & Joshi 2009, 

p.151, Crystal 2008a, pp.22-62, Hård af Segerstad 2005, pp.40-46, Thurlow 2003, 

Bodomo & Lee 2002, p.23, Kasesniemi 2003, p.41). Using these 13 categories of 

textese use, I populated my proofreading protocol with four textese errors from each 

of the 13 categories. There were thus 52 errors in the proofreading protocol, with the 

13 categories of textese use constituting the input variables in the learners’ 

proofreading protocol. 

 

In order to contextualise the letter as formal, I chose a job application to arguably the 

most renowned university in the world. My reasoning in this regard was that when I 

attended school, we were often instructed to ‘apply’ for a position or write a letter as a 

formal writing task. I had also hoped that selecting Oxford University would add to 

contextualising the letter as decidedly formal given its status as one of the top 

universities in the world. I wanted respondents to be able to understand that the 

context was formal without stating this explicitly so as not to cue them regarding the 

errors they might find. I then wrote the letter in Standard English first before editing it 
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by replacing 52 conventional English spelling and grammar items with four textisms 

of each of the aforementioned categories of textese. I initially intended to include only 

three errors per textese category on the proofreading protocol but was advised by the 

statistician to include a fourth for a wider data spread.  

Criteria 

I duly noted the challenges experienced by Gann et al. (2010) in drawing relevant 

conclusions from the responses received due to their decision to include a selection 

of words that might not be relevant in determining whether or not the misspelling 

thereof was as a result of textese use. I was therefore mindful of designing an 

instrument that would reveal whether or not the omission to correct a textese error 

was likely to be as a result of textese use. I also heeded Omar and Miah’s (2012, 

p.13) recommendation that the context of the instrument should make it clear that it 

was an undeniably formal context, and that a formal register was accordingly 

required. This recommendation was also highlighted as a limitation by Wood et al. 

(2014a, p.96) as they did not take into consideration the intended recipient of each 

text message. I therefore decided to include a detailed brief for the learners 

(Addendum A), informing them that they were applying to Oxford University for a 

position. This contextualised the exercise as decidedly formal, meaning that any 

textisms would be inappropriate. I also phrased the instruction in such a manner so 

as not to cue the learners which errors they might find in the passage. No mention of 

textese was made, and the learners were merely requested to correct any errors that 

they might find. 

3.7.2 Teachers: questionnaire 

Rationale 

I decided to create a second research instrument, namely the teachers’ questionnaire 

(Addendum D), to compare the results obtained from the learners’ proofreading 

protocol and thus provide richer data. Since I had selected a quantitative research 

design, I decided not to make use of qualitative research instruments such as open-

ended questionnaires, interviews, observations, documents or audio and visual 

materials. Therefore, because I also wanted to restrict the teacher respondents’ 

responses, I used close-ended questions and statements to allow me to apply 

quantitative data analysis tools, such as statistical analysis, to analyse the data.  
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I identified a close-ended questionnaire using a Likert scale as the most appropriate 

research instrument to obtain the teachers’ perspective on the potential impact of 

textese on SASSLATS’ English. I was interested in obtaining actual attitudinal data 

on whether teachers actually saw textisms in their learners’ written work given the 

perception created by the media that textese use in learners’ written English was rife. 

While I have taught secondary school learners previously, I have not taught them 

since 2007 so I was highly interested in obtaining attitudinal data on teachers’ views 

on textese and their learners’ written work. Given that I had also posited that learners 

might have difficulty distinguishing between different registers (within the ambit of 

‘appropriate’ and ‘inappropriate’ language use given the context), I was interested in 

knowing whether teachers thought learners distinguished successfully between 

formal and informal register. I therefore also added statements that would provide me 

with attitudinal data on the perceived impact of textese specifically on learners’ 

written English and on English in general. I was also interested in obtaining a sense 

of whether teachers had observed a decline in the quality of learners’ written English 

compared to ten years ago (or since they had first started teaching). Furthermore, I 

had posited that learners might be less inclined to proofread their formal written work 

for errors as learners would presumably not proofread personal text messages. The 

statements included in the teachers’ questionnaire were therefore grouped together, 

but phrased differently and dispersed in random order, to answer the following 

questions: 

 

1. Do teachers actually see examples of textisms in their learners’ written work? 

2. Do teachers think that learners have become desensitised in respect of 

textisms and therefore add textisms unintentionally and unwittingly? 

3. Do teachers think learners distinguish successfully between formal and 

informal register? 

4. Do teachers think that textese has a negative impact on their learners’ writing 

ability? 

5. Do teachers think that textese has a negative impact on the English 

language? 

6. Do teachers teach register? 

7. Have teachers observed a general decline in the quality of learners’ written 

English compared to ten years ago (or since they first started teaching)? 

8. Do teachers think that learners do not take care to proofread their written 

work for errors? 

9. Are there appropriate interventions available to teachers to address learners’ 

use of textese? 
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Statements 7 to 36 on the teachers’ questionnaire therefore intended to answer the 

nine questions listed above. Refer to Addendum P for a breakdown of which 

statements on the teachers’ questionnaire were grouped together and aggregated to 

answer the nine questions listed above. 
 

Description of instrument 

The 13 categories of textese use constituted the input variables to the teachers’ 

questionnaire. I accordingly employed a Likert scale and also included other 

statements relating to the frequency with which teachers observed each of the 

above-listed 13 categories of textese use in their learners’ written English. It should 

be noted that the teacher respondents were requested to indicate the extent to which 

they ‘agreed’ or ‘disagreed’ with statements regarding observed textism use in their 

learners’ formal written English and how often they saw textisms in their learners’ 

writing. The teachers’ responses only provided me with attitudinal data as 

respondents merely indicated their attitudes to and perceptions of textese and their 

learners’ formal written English.  

 

I also included specific statements regarding whether teachers taught register, 

whether teachers had observed an increase in the number of textisms used in their 

learners’ written English and whether teachers were concerned that textese had an 

impact on learners’ formal written English. The teachers’ questionnaire further 

requested teachers to provide general information such as the number of years they 

had been teaching and subjects taught, and required teachers to indicate on a scale 

of 1 to 6 whether they agreed with the statements made regarding textese and 

SASSLATS’ written English. All statements had a six-point rating scale ranging either 

from ‘never’, ‘almost never’, ‘sometimes’, ‘often’, ‘almost always’ to ‘always’ (thus 

denoting frequency) or from ‘totally disagree’, ‘disagree’, ‘somewhat disagree’, 

‘somewhat agree’, ‘agree’ to ‘totally agree’ (thus denoting agreement). A score of, for 

example, four out of six would indicate that the respondent ‘agreed’ with the 

statement or ‘often’ saw instances of the relevant instance of textese use. These 

statements to which the teachers were requested to respond had been formulated to 

answer certain questions such as whether teachers actually saw examples of 

textisms in their learners’ written work; whether they thought that learners had 

become desensitised in respect of textisms and therefore add textisms inadvertently; 

whether teachers thought learners distinguished successfully between formal and 

informal register; and whether they had observed a general decline in the quality of 
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learners’ written English compared to ten years ago (or since they had first started 

teaching). 

 

In line with my initial personal bias, I had a preconceived notion that my target 

population used textisms in their written school work more often than was likely to be 

the case. I had therefore anticipated that teachers would indicate that they observed 

textisms and textese-related writing issues in their learners’ formal written work more 

often than turned out to be the actual case as discussed in section 4.3. 

Criteria 

As I intended to obtain attitudinal data from the teacher respondents, I had to ensure 

that responses were as truthful as possible. The only way in which I could ensure 

truthful responses was to make the same statements in essence but to phrase them 

differently, thus providing me with at least three responses for each of the additional 

questions the teachers’ questionnaire was intended to answer. The statements used 

on the teachers’ questionnaire also needed to be phrased as neutrally as possible 

not to display bias one way or the other (and thus potentially influencing 

respondents). Unfortunately, upon reflection I have to concede that the manner in 

which I phrased some of the statements in the teachers’ questionnaire was not as 

neutral as I had originally thought them to be. While I thought I was being objective 

and neutral in phrasing the statements, some bias is evident in the ultimate phrasing 

I used for the statements. I used more negative word connotations (e.g. “I believe 

textisms are increasingly infiltrating the English language” and “I frequently see 

textisms in my learners’ writing”) than positive word connotations. Unfortunately this 

apparent imbalance in the presentation of statements could have biased teachers’ 

responses as they completed the questionnaire. Other than this, the teachers’ 

questionnaire simply needed to be clear, which I believe it was. 

3.8 Ethical considerations 

As can be seen from the learner and parental consent letters, attached hereto as 

Addenda G and H respectively, it was stated explicitly that no parent, guardian or 

caregiver was obliged to grant consent for the relevant learner under his/her care to 

participate in the study. Moreover, respondents were informed that even if their 

parents, guardians or caregivers granted consent for the learner to participate in the 

study, the final decision of whether or not to participate vested with the learner.  
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Learners were specifically instructed not to write their names on the research 

instruments to protect their anonymity. My labelling of the different research sites as 

‘Site A’, ‘Site B’ and ‘Site C’ further ensured that there was no way of determining 

from which school, class or individual a particular response had emanated. I did not 

offer incentives to the learner respondents but I gave each participating teacher a 

200g box of Lindt chocolates, and the contact person at each school who co-

ordinated the administration of the research instruments a 500g box of Lindt 

chocolates as a small token of my appreciation. 

3.9 Data collection procedure 

Although I had standardised2 my research instruments in terms of the marking rubric, 

time allocated, conditions under which they were completed, instructions and 

content, they had never been used in a study before as I had designed them myself. I 

therefore deemed it appropriate to test them by conducting a pilot study at a different 

but comparative research site to the research sites used in my actual study. For the 

purpose of my pilot study, I requested five teachers to complete the teachers’ 

questionnaire as if they were completing it for the actual study, requesting that they 

make notes regarding any potential ambiguity or unclear content in the teachers’ 

questionnaire. Input from these teachers mostly resulted in minor amendments being 

made, such as calling the content subjects by their appropriate names (as these 

appellations had changed since I had finished school) and rephrasing one statement 

that had been slightly ambiguous. The same five teachers each also identified two 

learners in their classes to complete and comment on the learners’ proofreading 

protocol. Comments received from the learner respondents participating in the pilot 

study were encouraging as the instrument was completed accurately as per the task 

brief. This confirmed that the brief itself was pitched at the right level and that the 

learners knew exactly what was expected of them, and that they could identify the 

textisms as I had anticipated. I had initially anticipated that the exercise might take up 

to 35 minutes to complete; however, after receiving feedback from the teachers and 

learners participating in the pilot study, it became evident that the learners’ 

proofreading protocol would take no longer than 25 minutes to complete. Since I 

viewed it as critically important that the learners should finish completing the 

                                                 
2
 For the purpose of this inquiry, ‘standardised testing’ shall be taken to denote the process of 

administering a test that is the same for all students in the testing population, taken under the same 
conditions and marked according to a commonly applied rubric (Matters 2009, p.211). While my 
research instruments were thus standardised as per Matters’ definition, they had not been used 
previously in any study. 
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instrument (as missing data due to learners being unable to finish in the allowed time 

would pose challenges when interpreting the results), I decided to allow 30 minutes 

for the learners to complete the exercise. From the feedback received it also became 

apparent that the older learners (i.e. the grade 10 and 11 learners) completed the 

learners’ proofreading-type exercise slightly faster than the younger learners (i.e. the 

grade 8 and 9 learners). In the interest of consistency, however, I decided that I 

would allow all learner respondents the same amount of time to complete the 

proofreading protocol (i.e. 30 minutes). This decision proved to be justified as all 

information sheets collected from the teachers indicated that all learners had finished 

within the allotted 30 minutes. The matter of missing data was therefore not a factor 

that needed to be considered in interpreting the results. 

 

In early July 2012 I contacted the nine proposed research sites via a formal letter 

(Addendum E), inviting them to participate in my study related to the potential impact 

of textese on SASSLATS’ written English. I also phoned the research sites, 

requesting a meeting with the respective principals to explain the scope of the study. 

The four research sites that participated in my study assigned their respective heads 

of English as primary contact person and co-ordinator. I then personally met with the 

respective heads of English during the second quarter of 2012 in their respective 

classrooms or offices for approximately 30 minutes, explaining my approach and 

answering any questions they had. I reiterated the ethical principles discussed under 

section 3.8. Once I had met all the ethical requirements of the University of Pretoria’s 

Faculty of Education Ethics Committee (Addendum K) and the Gauteng Department 

of Education (Addendum L), I was ready to start collecting data. 

 

At the time I thought it appropriate not to administer the learners’ proofreading 

protocol myself, but rather have the teachers administer it on my behalf. I thought at 

the time that my presence would somehow affect the learners’ performance on the 

instrument; however, in retrospect this decision was not the right one as if I had 

administered the instrument myself I would have been able to better ensure 

consistency and likely have avoided problems such as one school administering the 

instrument much later than the others. The detailed printed instructions were 

discussed with them prior to the research instruments being administered to ensure 

that they – as primary administrators of the learners’ proofreading instrument – knew 

what was required (Addendum J).  
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Prior to administering the learners’ instrument, the teacher respondents completed 

the teachers’ questionnaire individually, unsupervised and in their own time as per 

my request. The relevant English teachers administered the learners’ proofreading 

protocol to one English class for each of the four grades involved in the study during 

the third term of 2012. As the same teacher was responsible for at least two classes, 

I could not stipulate that the instruments had to be administered during the same 

period. Although I had specifically requested the research sites to administer the 

learners’ instruments during the third term of 2012, one school elected to administer 

the learners’ proofreading protocol only in January 2013. As requested during my 

personal meetings with the respective heads of English, teachers completed an 

information sheet (Addendum I) that accompanied the blank learners’ instruments 

while their learners were busy completing the instrument to capture information 

regarding the circumstances under which the instrument was completed. The 

information sheets captured the start and end times, whether anything had happened 

that could influence my interpretation of the results, and what the learners’ attitude 

was towards completing the research instrument. The feedback obtained from these 

information sheets revealed that nothing untoward had happened during the test 

session and that learners were generally intrigued by and willing to complete the 

proofreading protocol. The information sheets also confirmed that the learners had 

taken approximately 25 minutes to complete the instrument, which was consistent 

with the feedback obtained from the pilot study. 

3.10 Data analysis 

3.10.1 Transcription and verification 

The responses provided by the teacher and learner respondents were captured on 

data-capturing sheets (Addenda C and D), which were subsequently verified against 

the original responses provided. For the purpose of categorising learners’ responses 

as having been either ‘overlooked’ or ‘corrected’, all instances where learners failed 

to correct the textese error appropriately were coded as ‘overlooked’ as they might 

have marked ‘corrections’ on the instrument at random. The brief was also to correct 

the errors identified, and thus partially correct responses were categorised as being 

overlooked on account of them not having been corrected as requested.3 The 

completed data sheets were then submitted to the University of Pretoria’s 

                                                 
3
 I have duly noted Andrich’s (2008) argument for coding what he terms ‘distractors’ (i.e. partially correct 

responses) on their own (i.e. as distinct from the relatively narrow confines of ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’). 
This possibility is discussed under section 6.5 as a potential area for further study. 
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Department of Statistics for electronic capturing and statistical analysis. The 

electronically captured data were then once again verified against the original 

research instruments completed by the respondents to ensure that all the data had 

been captured correctly.  

3.10.2 Analysis of data output 

SAS (a statistical programming package) was used to obtain the data output. The 

statistical analysis of the data performed by the University of Pretoria’s Department of 

Statistics was used to calculate all percentages discussed below, with the probability 

values, or p-values, quoted where appropriate. The statisticians also provided a 

breakdown of the mean scores to individual and related statements expressed as a 

percentage, as well as the accompanying p-values to indicate the statistical 

significance of the variance between responses. In terms of the learners’ 

proofreading protocol, the statisticians provided a summary of the number of learners 

who had respectively corrected and overlooked each textese error. The data were 

also analysed according to research site, gender and grade. The mean scores of the 

learner respondents for each of the 13 categories of textese use were also provided 

by the statisticians. 

3.10.3 Data reliability and validity 

Also called the “trustworthiness, credibility, dependability and confirmability” of 

research (Lincoln & Guba 1985, p.302), reliability and validity testing aims to ensure 

replicability or repeatability and accuracy of the results or observations (Golafshani 

2003, p.598). More specifically, reliability refers to the extent to which results are 

consistent over time and whether the results of a study can be reproduced under a 

similar methodology, while validity determines whether the research truly measures 

that which it was intended to measure and how truthful the results are (Joppe 2000, 

p.1). Within my postpositivist research philosophy, factors such as evidence, 

objectivity, truth, deduction, reason, fact and mathematical data culminate in the 

presentation of the results (Winter 2000, p.8). Accordingly, the SAS statistical 

programming package was used to obtain the data output, thereby negating the 

potential for human error in the calculations. After obtaining all the responses, every 

effort was made to validate and verify that respondents’ responses had been 

captured accurately. This was done by capturing the responses provided by the 

teacher and learner respondents on data-capturing sheets (Addenda A and D), which 

were subsequently verified against the original responses provided. The completed 
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data sheets were then submitted to the University of Pretoria’s Department of 

Statistics for electronic capturing and statistical analysis via the SAS programming 

package. The electronically captured data were then once again verified against the 

original research instruments completed by the respondents to ensure that all the 

data had been captured correctly. I do, however, acknowledge that the natural 

situation in which the learners had completed the research instruments had 

necessarily been reduced, thus influencing data validity. Although such concerns will 

unfortunately always be present on a particular testing occasion (Frisbie 1988, p.26), 

I believe my actual research instrument as detailed in Chapter 3 addressed such 

concerns to the extent possible. 

 

With regard to reliability (replicability), I believe that both my research instruments 

can be administered at different sites with relative ease as the instructions are quite 

simple and the proofreading protocol itself merely requests respondents to identify 

any errors they might find, while the teachers’ questionnaire only requests teachers 

to express their opinion.  

 

In moving to the validity of my instrument, I have to consider whether my instrument 

measured what it was supposed to measure, namely whether or not SASSLATS 

struggled to identify textisms in formal written English. In view of the evidence 

provided above, I believe that my methodological process was transparent and 

trustworthy, allowing my study to be replicated with relative ease. I am therefore of 

the view that my results are reliable as they are replicable, and valid as they are 

accurate and measured what they were designed to measure. However, my 

instruments’ true reliability and validity will possibly only be revealed once used in 

other samples in future.  

3.11 Rasch analysis 

As indicated in section 1.6.2, in order to gain further insights into the proofreading 

protocol and its use, I analysed the data by applying the Rasch measurement model 

to my data. The approach followed in this regard and the results of this analysis are 

presented in Chapter 5. 

3.12 Research constraints 

In accordance with my postpositivist research philosophy, where the researcher 

assumes a neutral-objective role (Rubin & Rubin 2012, p.23), I elected not to sit in 

while the learners completed the proofreading protocol. I did this so as to simulate a 
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timed test environment where respondents had a set amount of time to complete the 

research instrument and where no talking was allowed. This meant that I was highly 

reliant on the teachers to administer the learners’ proofreading protocol effectively. 

However, in order to record any differences in the circumstances under which the 

instruments were completed, I included a ‘fact sheet’ (Addendum I) for each teacher 

administering the proofreading protocol. After careful perusal of the information 

sheets submitted by the teachers who presided over the administration of the 

learners’ research instrument, I was satisfied that nothing untoward had happened 

during the completion of the learners’ research instrument.  

 

In accordance with the ethical principle of informed consent, which was fully 

described and disclosed in the consent letters to the teachers (Addendum F), the 

learners (Addendum G) and their parents, guardians or caregivers (Addendum H), 

the learners knew that the proofreading protocol would not count towards their term 

mark but was only for research purposes. I therefore expected that some learners 

might not fully apply themselves when completing the test, which could influence the 

results. I also expected that the completion of the proofreading protocol might not 

have been viewed as ‘cool’ by especially the older learners. These learners might 

have been either unwilling to participate in and complete the exercise, or they might 

not have answered to the best of their abilities, which again could possibly skew my 

interpretation of the results. However, these fears appear to be unfounded as the 

results discussed in the next chapter are reflective of learners who took care to 

complete the instrument to the best of their ability. 

3.13 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown that my inquiry was best framed by two distinct 

theoretical frameworks. I motivated why I had elected register theory to argue that 

the distinction between when the use of textisms was appropriate or inappropriate 

was not as clear for the digital native generation as for the digital immigrant 

generation. I accordingly postulated that SASSLATS would not have a precise grasp 

of register and elucidated how I would use register theory to test my research 

hypothesis.  

 

The second theoretical framework that I explained in this chapter was historical 

linguistics. Assisted by the relevant literature, I argued that all living languages, 

including English, were constantly changing and that textese was a driver of 
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language change. In Chapter 4 I shall use (1) register theory to test my research 

hypothesis that SASSLATS will struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing 

context; and (2) historical linguistics to answer my research question related to what 

the implications are for South African formal written Standard English in terms of 

SASSLATS’ ability to identify textisms in formal written Standard English.  

 

This chapter also provided an overview of my research design and methodology, 

including the various factors that, in conjunction with the literature review in 

Chapter 2, informed the design of my research instruments. I also provided a 

comprehensive overview of the research sites and respondents and my reasons for 

selecting them. Having thus justified my decision to use two theoretical frameworks 

and motivated the rationale behind the design of my two research instruments 

discussed in section 3.7, the data yielded by my two research instruments are 

analysed and discussed in the next chapter. 
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4 DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a general overview of the respondent profiles and results 

obtained after following the research design and methodology explained in the 

previous chapter. As per my quantitative research design, I primarily use statistical 

analysis to draw the most accurate and objective conclusions possible. Following an 

overview of the results, I analyse and interpret the data before testing my hypotheses 

and answering my research question. This chapter concludes with a summary of my 

main findings and the mapping of my results onto my two theoretical frameworks. 

4.2 Results obtained from the learner respondents 

4.2.1 Learner respondent profile and overview of results 

Tabled below is a breakdown of the number of respondents (n) according to research 

site, the number of respondents per grade (from grade 8 to grade 11), and other 

information relating to gender, highest and lowest scores, the mean (average) score 

and the median score at the 50th percentile (the score at which the same number of 

respondents achieved scores above and below the median) per research site, grade 

and gender. A total of 288 learner respondents (n = 288) completed the learners’ 

proofreading protocol. As can be seen from Table 6, the mean score per learner for 

all three research sites and across all four participating grades (i.e. grades 8 to 11, 

n = 288) was 33 out of a maximum score of 52, with the median score of 34 out of 52 

(at the 50th percentile) tracking the mean score closely. The close correlation 

between the mean and median scores (at the 50th percentile) indicates that the 

results are not skewed towards either the better- or poorer-performing learner 

respondents. Expressed as percentages, the results represent a mean score of 

63.5% (n = 288) and a median score of 65.4% (n = 288) at the 50th percentile on the 

learners’ proofreading protocol. A total of 85, 92 and 111 respondents completed the 

proofreading protocol from research sites A, B and C respectively, while there were 

79, 75, 77 and 57 respondents from grades 8, 9, 10 and 11 respectively.  

 

The learner respondent profile and overview of results are presented in the following 

table: 
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Table 6: Learner respondent profile and overview of results 

 Site A (n = 85) Site B (n = 92) Site C (n = 111) Total 

n Mean SD Median n Mean SD Median n Mean SD Median n Mean SD Median 

Grade 8 (n = 79)                 

Male 13 67.5% 4.9 67.3% 27 69.8% 5.5 69.2% 6 44.8% 6.2 43.3% 46 60.8% 5.5 59.6% 

Female 13 74.6% 3.6 73.1% 0 N/A N/A N/A 16 46.2% 7.5 46.2% 29 60.4% 5.5 59.5% 

Total grade 8 27* 70.6% 4.6 71.1% 27 69.8% 5.5 69.2% 25 44.6% 7.2 44.2% 79 62.1% 5.1 65.3% 

Grade 9 (n = 75)                 

Male 7 61.3% 6.3 67.3% 23 68.8% 3.6 69.2% 16 46.9% 4.2 46.2% 46 59.0% 4.7 63.5% 

Female 11 68.3% 3.0 69.2% 0 N/A N/A N/A 12 56.0% 7.4 53.8% 23 62.1% 5.2 61.3% 

Total grade 9 23 67.1% 4.5 69.2% 23 68.8% 3.6 69.2% 29 51.0% 6.0 50.0% 75 61.3% 5.8 63.5% 

Grade 10 (n = 77)                 

Male 6 72.1% 4.5 69.2% 25 68.1% 7.4 67.3% 9 57.1% 5.6 55.8% 40 65.8% 5.8 63.5% 

Female 15 75.2% 6.4 78.8% 0 N/A N/A N/A 13 58.3% 7.3 59.6% 28 67.3% 6.9 69.2% 

Total grade 10 25 72.9% 5.9 71.1% 25 68.1% 7.4 67.3% 27 55.8% 7.0 57.7% 77 65.2% 7.7 65.3% 

Grade 11 (n = 57)                 

Male 3 61.5% 3.8 61.5% 17 78.1% 4.8 82.7% 12 59.2% 6.2 53.4% 32 66.3% 3.0 67.3% 

Female 7 63.5% 4.9 65.3% 0 N/A N/A N/A 17 60.8% 8.3 57.7% 24 62.1% 6.6 61.3% 

Total grade 11 10 62.9% 4.5 63.5% 17 78.1% 4.8 82.7% 30 60.4% 7.4 56.7% 57 66.2% 7.4 65.3% 

Total per site 85 69.4% 5.2 69.2% 92 70.5% 5.8 69.2% 111 53.3% 7.5 53.8% 288 62.5% 8.1 63.5% 

Overall (n = 288)                 

Male 26 66.9% 5.4 68.3% 92 70.5% 5.8 69.2% 43 52.3% 6.1 51.9% 161** 65.2% 7.1 67.3% 

Female  46 71.5% 5.2 71.2% 0 N/A N/A N/A 58 55.2% 8.1 53.4% 104 62.5% 8.1 63.5% 

Total 288            288*** 63.5% 7.6 65.3% 

* Not all totals will add up as some respondents did not indicate their gender. 

** As mentioned in Chapter 3, the high percentage of male respondents was as a result of a single-sex boys’ school participating in the study. 

*** A total of 23 students did not indicate their gender, thus the two totals will not add up to 288. 
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The highest score attained was 94.2%, with two learners achieving this score. In 

contrast, the lowest score was 21.2%, with only one learner achieving this score. The 

range – the difference between the highest (49 out of 52) and lowest (11 out of 52) 

scores – of 38 indicates a relatively normal data distribution and reveals no 

unexpected or significant outliers. Only 48 learners (16.7%) scored lower than 50% 

(25 or fewer correct responses out of 52) for the learners’ proofreading protocol, with 

only 20 learners (6.9%) obtaining less than 40%. The results reveal that on average, 

four out of five learners (83.3%) scored more than 50% for the learners’ proofreading 

protocol (thus denoting ‘proficiency’ within the context of this study), while only 16.7% 

of respondents scored less than 50% for the learners’ proofreading protocol (thus 

denoting ‘struggled’ within the context of this study). Moreover, a single standard 

could also not be defined for all four target grades (grades 8 to 11) as it might be 

expected that the grade 11s would outperform the grade 8s. My research instrument 

could therefore have been perceived as being ‘easy’ or ‘difficult’, with varying 

perceptions across the four target grades (for example, the grade 11s might have 

perceived the instrument as being ‘easy’ while it might have been more challenging 

for the grade 8s). However, as my research instrument had been designed to test a 

specific construct (namely to determine whether or not SASSLATS would identify 

textisms in formal written English), the difficulty rating of the instrument was thus 

relative and therefore deemed to be irrelevant as long as it tested what it was 

supposed to measure, which I believe it did as explained in section 3.10.3. 

Accordingly, the percentages presented in this chapter merely give an indication of 

attainment, while the Student t-test and a significance level of either 1% (α = 0.01) or 

5% (α = 0.05) were used to analyse my research hypotheses and test the statistical 

significance between different scores.  

 

Furthermore, Table 6 indicates that the total mean scores of research sites A (n = 85) 

and B (n = 92) were 69.4% and 70.5% respectively, while research site C’s (n = 111) 

mean score was significantly lower at 53.3%. While the difference between the 

scores of research sites A and B is not statistically significant at a 95% confidence 

level (p < 0.05), it is statistically significant at an 80% confidence level (p < 0.2). 

However, the differences between the scores of research sites B and C, and A and C 

are statistically significant at a 99% confidence level (p < 0.01). This difference is 

accordingly statistically significant as although I requested that the research 

instruments be administered before the close of the third term of 2012, research site 

C elected only to administer the learners’ proofreading protocol in the first quarter of 
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2013, that is, after the summer holidays of approximately six weeks. The fact that the 

mean scores of the two research sites who administered the learners’ proofreading 

protocol in the third term of 2012 vary only 1.1% (which is not statistically significant), 

while the mean score of the research site who administered the learners’ 

proofreading protocol only once the school had reopened in January 2013 varied 

from the other two research sites by more than 16% (which is statistically significant), 

is highly significant. As all three research sites were viewed as largely homogenous 

by virtue of them all meeting the criteria used to select the research sites discussed 

in section 3.6, they should theoretically have performed similar on the instrument (as 

was the case for research sites A and B). I am accordingly of the opinion that the 

significant variance observed between research sites A and B and research site C 

may be attributed to the long layoff research site C’s learners would have had over 

the summer holidays. Research site C’s learners would therefore have been exposed 

to significantly more textese during the six-week summer holidays than during the 

normal school year, and to significantly less writing and spelling instruction (most 

likely none at all) during the summer holidays. My view is therefore that research site 

C’s learners had become more desensitised to textese spelling and writing 

conventions during the prolonged summer holidays. It is, however, also possible that 

that learners who had just returned from holiday did not take the proofreading 

protocol seriously and just rushed through it to complete it. Although it was never the 

intention for research site C to administer the learners’ proofreading protocol only in 

the first quarter of 2013, it has inadvertently provided me with richer data. 

4.2.2 Testing my hypotheses 

The descriptive statistics for all 288 learner respondents show a relatively standard 

distribution for my hypothesis test. Before testing my null hypothesis, it is reiterated 

that the learners’ proofreading protocol tested only the ability of SASSLATS to 

identify textisms in a formal writing context, and not their actual production of 

textisms in their own formal writing. Accordingly, as mentioned in Chapter 1, my null 

hypothesis was formulated as follows: 

 

SASSLATS will struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing 

context.  
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Concomitantly, my alternate hypothesis was formulated as follows: 

 

SASSLATS will not struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing 

context. 

 

The normality of the distribution of the 288 learner respondents’ responses allowed 

me to use the Student t-test to analyse my null hypothesis. The Student t-test 

resulted in a p-value of p < 0.0001 and a t-statistic of 73.6. I decided to use a 

significance level of 1% (α = 0.01) so that I could be 99% confident that my results 

were statistically significant. In order to obtain a result for my hypothesis test I 

compared the p-value to the α (0.01). If the p-value is less than α, then I can reject 

my null hypothesis that SASSLATS will struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing 

context, while if the p-value is not less than α then I cannot reject my null hypothesis 

(Gujarati & Porter 2009, pp.128-138). As indicated in Chapter 1, respondents were 

deemed to have ‘struggled’ to identify textisms in a formal writing context should they 

have failed to correct at least 50% of the textisms on the proofreading protocol. The 

mean score of 63.5% achieved by the 288 learner respondents is statistically 

significantly different from the 50% baseline measurement (denoting ‘proficiency’) at 

a 99% confidence level (p < 0.01). I can therefore reject my null hypothesis that 

SASSLATS will struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing context and I can state 

statistically that SASSLATS do, in fact, not struggle to identify textisms in a formal 

writing context within the context of ‘struggle’ and ‘proficiency’ defined for this inquiry. 

 

With regard to the first of my secondary hypotheses, namely that female SASSLATS 

will identify more textisms in formal written Standard English than male SASSLATS, 

the descriptive statistics for the 161 male and 104 female learner respondents show 

a relatively standard distribution for my hypothesis test. In this regard, studies 

conducted in the UK and USA have shown that girls consistently score higher in 

spelling and writing tests than boys (UK Department of Education 2012, p.19, 

Sadowski 2010, p.10, Twist & Sainsbury 2009, p.283; Horne 2007, p.47, Justice et 

al. 2005, p.24 Denton & West 2002, p.35). While 23 learner respondents neglected to 

indicate their gender (thus n in this instance will not add up to 288 but to 265), the 

mean score for the 161 male respondents (n = 161) was 65.2%, with the 104 female 

respondents (n = 104) achieving a mean score of 62.5%. Similarly, the median score 

for male respondents (n = 161) was 67.3% at the 50th percentile and 63.5% at the 

50th percentile for female respondents (n = 104). The difference between the mean 

scores attained by the male (65.2%) and female (62.5%) respondents is statistically 
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significant at a 99% confidence level (p < 0.01). I may accordingly reject my 

secondary hypothesis as the data confirm that female SASSLATS identified fewer 

textisms in formal written Standard English than male SASSLATS. One possible 

reason for my finding in this regard could be that female SASSLATS send and 

receive more text messages than their male counterparts (Faulkner & Culwin 2005, 

p.183, Massey et al. 2005, p.435). However, I believe it is more likely that this result 

was due to the single-sex boys’ school being extremely strong academically as it 

consistently produced some of the top academic achievers in the provincial exit 

examination, both state and independent. This assertion is corroborated by the fact 

that for the two mixed-gender research sites, the female respondents outperformed 

the male respondents, thus corroborating the findings of the aforementioned studies. 

Research site A’s male respondents achieved a mean score of 66.9% and its female 

respondents achieved a mean score of 71.5%, while research site C’s male 

respondents achieved a mean score of 52.3%% and its female respondents 

achieved a mean score of 55.2%. The differences between the scores achieved by 

research sites A and C’s male and female respondents are respectively statistically 

significant at 99% (p < 0.01) and 95% (p < 0.05) confidence levels, which would 

strongly seem to indicate that the overall results were skewed by the relatively higher 

scores attained by the single-sex boys’ school. 

 

The descriptive statistics for the 79 grade 8 learner respondents, 75 grade 9 learner 

respondents, 77 grade 10 learner respondents and 57 grade 11 learner respondents 

show a relatively standard distribution for my hypothesis test, namely that secondary 

school learners will identify more textisms in formal written Standard English as they 

progress academically from grade 8 to grade 11. Prior to obtaining the results, I had 

expected to see a slight but consistent improvement in the mean scores achieved by 

the grade 8 learner respondents to the scores achieved by the grade 11 learner 

respondents. However, although an improvement is observed in the mean score of 

61.3% achieved by the grade 9 respondents (n = 75) to the mean score of 65.2% 

achieved by the grade 10 respondents (n = 77) and again to the 66.2% achieved by 

the grade 11 respondents (n = 57), the mean score of the grade 8 respondents (n = 

79) was marginally higher at 62.1% than the mean score of the grade 9 learners (n = 

75) at 61.3%. The differences between the scores achieved by the grade 8 and 

grade 11, the grade 9 and grade 10, and the grade 9 and grade 11 respondents are 

significant at a 99% confidence level (p < 0.01). However, the differences between 

the scores achieved by the grade 8 and grade 9 respondents, and by the grade 10 
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and grade 11 respondents are not statistically significant at a 95% confidence level 

(p < 0.05). While my results would therefore seem to suggest that learners generally 

identified more textisms as they progressed academically, my overall results for this 

hypothesis test have not reached statistical significance. I have therefore failed to 

confirm or reject my secondary hypothesis that secondary learners will not 

necessarily identify more textisms in formal written Standard English as they 

progress academically from grade 8 to grade 11. 

4.2.3 Ten most frequently overlooked and corrected textisms 

The ten most frequently overlooked textisms, that is, the ten most ‘difficult’ textisms 

to identify as per the 288 learners respondents (n = 288) are provided in the following 

table. 

 

Table 7: Ten most frequently overlooked textisms 

Rank Most-frequently over-
looked textisms (category 
indicated in brackets) 

Correct form Number of 
correct 
responses out 
of 288 (n) 

Percentage 
correct 

1 
masters (omitted 
apostrophe) 

master’s 8 2.8% 

2 clearcut (contraction) clear-cut 23 8% 

3 longterm (contraction) long-term 48 16.7% 

4 admin (shortening) administration 57 19.8% 

5 
With regard to my personal 
interest I enjoy… (lack of 
punctuation) 

With regard to my 
personal interest, 
I enjoy… 

63 21.9% 

6 
schools (omitted 
apostrophe) 

school’s 84 29.2% 

7 
university of Oxford (lack of 
capitalisation) 

University of 
Oxford 

84 29.2% 

8 Bye (informal register) Yours sincerely 86 29.9% 

9 
hanging out (informal 
register) 

spending time 
with 

89 30.9% 

10 
at University of Pretoria 
(omitted article) 

at the University 
of Pretoria 

94 32.6% 

 

The most frequently overlooked textism was only corrected by eight learners (2.8%), 

while the two contractions ‘long-term’ (corrected 23 times or by 8% of learner 

respondents) and ‘clear-cut’ (corrected 48 times or by 16.7% of learner respondents). 

 

Similarly, the ten most frequently corrected or ‘easiest’ textisms to identify are 

provided in Table 8. 
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Table 8: Ten most frequently corrected textisms  

Rank Most frequently corrected 
textisms (category 
indicated in brackets) 

Correct form Number of 
correct 

responses out 
of 288 (n) 

Percentage 
correct 

1 
skool (non-conventional 
spelling) 

school 282 97.9% 

2 hav (other clipping) have 282 97.9% 

3 b (letter/number homophone) be 282 97.9% 

4 
wiv (non-conventional 
spelling) 

with 281 97.6% 

5 @ (symbol/emoticon) at 279 96.9% 

6 u (letter/number homophone) you 276 95.8% 

7 playin (g-clipping) playing 273 94.8% 

8 4 (letter/number homophone) for 271 94.1% 

9 workin (g-clipping) working 270 93.8% 

10 livin (g-clipping) living 267 92.7% 

 

More than 90% of the learner respondents (n = 288) corrected all ten of the ‘easiest’ 

or most frequently corrected textisms. The textisms of ‘skool’ and ‘wiv’ (non-

conventional spellings), ‘hav’ (other clipping), ‘b’ and ‘u’ (letter homophones), ‘@’ 

(symbol), ‘4’ (letter homophone) and ‘playing’, ‘workin’, and ‘livin’ (g-clippings) were 

corrected most often. The mean scores achieved by the learner respondents for the 

13 categories of textese use are provided in the next section. 

4.2.4 The 13 categories of textese use 

The 13 categories of textese use, ranked from the most difficult to the least difficult 

based on the number of correct responses per category, are reflected in the following 

table. I reiterate that the proofreading protocol had been populated with four textese 

errors from each of the thirteen categories of textese use. The table thus reflects the 

mean correct score out of four for each of the categories. For ease of interpretation, 

the mean scores are also expressed as percentages. 
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Table 9: Categories of textese use per mean number of correct responses 

Rank Textism category n Mean correct 
score out 

of 4 

Number of 
textisms per 

category 

Percentage 
correct 

1 Contractions 288 1.8 4 45.0% 

2 Omitted apostrophes 288 2.0 4 50.0% 

3 Informal tone/register 288 2.3* 4 56.6% 

4 Shortenings 288 2.3* 4 58.3% 

5 Lack of punctuation 288 2.4* 4 59.4% 

6 Omitted articles 288 2.4* 4 61.1% 

7 Lack of capitalisation 288 2.6 4 65.0% 

8 Other clippings 288 2.8 4 70.0% 

9 Symbols/emoticons 288 3.0 4 75.0% 

10 Acronyms/initialisms 288 3.1 4 77.5% 

11 G-clippings 288 3.7 4 91.8% 

12 Letter/number 
homophones 

288 
3.8* 4 94.6% 

13 Non-conventional 
spellings 

288 
3.8* 4 95.0% 

* Percentages will vary due to the rounding of input figures. 

 

Of the 13 categories of textese use, I found that contractions and omitted 

apostrophes had posed the greatest difficulty to the learners, with the 288 learner 

respondents (n = 288) reflecting a mean score of 45% and 50% textisms respectively 

corrected out of the total number of four textisms in these two categories. This is not 

consistent with the findings of Rosen et al. (2010, p.433), who found that a lack of 

capitalisation was the most prevalent textese-related error, followed by omitted 

apostrophes. On the other hand, letter and number homophones, and non-

conventional spellings posed the least difficulty for the learner respondents, with the 

mean scores being 95% correct responses out of the four textisms in these two 

categories. I had expected that the category of informal tone and register would pose 

significant challenges to the learner respondents. However, although this category 

was the third most ‘difficult’ category, the mean percentage of correct learner 

responses in this category was still 56.6%, thus suggesting that SASSLATS have 

quite a precise grasp of register.  

 

My results are corroborated by the fact that several learner respondents explicitly 

indicated that the letter was not formal enough. One respondent stated “Your letter 

needs to be a formal one. You are not writing to your friend” and, referring to the 

symbol “@”, indicated that there should be “none of this” (respondent B/139 – please 
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refer to Addendum M). Two others respectively commented “No smiley [emoticon]!!!” 

(respondent B/141 – please refer to Addendum N) and “DO NOT USE SMILEYS” 

(respondent B/146 – please refer to Addendum O). Learner respondents 

appropriately pointed out that the word “cool” constituted slang, reminding the writer 

to “not use slang” (respondent B/146), while others signed off as “Illiterate Applicant” 

(respondent B/167), referring to the apparently obvious textese errors in the 

proofreading protocol. However, the same respondent who indicated that the use of 

an emoticon was inappropriate in a job application to the Head of Student Affairs at 

the University of Oxford (respondent B/141) did not deem the opening address of “Hi 

Sir/Madam” or the word “cool” to be inappropriate. Such qualitative results therefore 

confirm the rejection of my null hypothesis that SASSLATS will struggle to identify 

textisms in a formal writing context. My results reveal that while SASSLATS do 

sometimes fail to identify textisms in formal written Standard English, in general they 

do not struggle to identify such textisms as per the definition of ‘struggle’ applied in 

this thesis. My results therefore seem to suggest that the concern expressed in the 

media over the supposedly detrimental effect of textese on English appear to be 

unfounded as SASSLATS appear to have a rather precise grasp of register. 

However, I acknowledge fully that I cannot make any strong claims and that my 

study’s design allows me only to speculate in this regard. 

4.2.5 Conspicuous and subtle categories of textese use 

Upon closer scrutiny of the categories of textese use and the learner respondents’ 

mean correct responses to them, I noticed that my 13 categories of textese use could 

be broken down into two distinct categories, namely ‘conspicuous’ and ‘subtle’ 

categories of textese. I have therefore grouped the 13 categories of textese into two 

broad categories according to those categories that are visually more conspicuous 

and those that are presumably not.  

 

Table 10: Conspicuous and subtle categories of textese 

Conspicuous categories of textese Subtle categories of textese 

Rank Category Rank Category 

1 Letter and number homophones 1 Omitted apostrophes 

2 Symbols and emoticons 2 Contractions 

3 Non-conventional spellings 3 Shortenings 

4 Other clippings 4 Lack of punctuation 

5 G-clippings 5 Lack of capitalisation 

6 Acronyms and initialisms 
6 Informal tone and register 

7 Omitted articles 
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Textisms such as letter and number homophones (‘b4’, ‘l8r’, ‘c’), symbols and 

emoticons (‘@’, #, ‘’), acronyms and initialisms (‘ttfn’, ‘SA’), and non-conventional 

spellings (‘fone’, ‘skool’) are visually more conspicuous than, for example, the subtler 

textisms such as an omitted apostrophe, a missing punctuation mark or a 

contraction. When comparing the conspicuous and subtle categories of textese use 

with the learner respondents’ mean scores for each of the 13 categories of textese 

use, I further noticed that none of the textisms from the subtler categories of a lack of 

punctuation, contractions (including omitted hyphenation), omitted apostrophes, and 

shortenings made it onto the list of most frequently corrected textisms.  

 

Learner respondents were highly successful at correcting the more conspicuous 

categories of textese use of non-conventional spellings, acronyms and initialisms, 

letter and number homophones, other clippings, g-clippings and symbols and 

emoticons, achieving a mean score of at least 70% for these categories. For the five 

conspicuous categories of symbols and emoticons, acronyms and initialisms, g-

clippings, letter and number homophones, and non-conventional spellings, the 

learner respondents corrected at least three of the four (75%) textese errors. 

However, the more subtle categories of textese use, such as contractions, omitted 

apostrophes, informal tone and register, shortenings, and a lack of punctuation were 

observed to pose the greatest challenges to the learners as learner respondents 

achieved a mean score of less than 60% for these categories. The division between 

the conspicuous and subtle categories of textese is apparent in the learners’ mean 

scores, with the seven least frequently corrected categories correlating perfectly with 

the above-listed seven subtler categories of textese, and the six most frequently 

corrected categories correlating perfectly with the six conspicuous categories of 

textese mentioned. This suggests that learners are more likely to correct the more 

conspicuous textisms, and are thus more likely to read over the subtler textisms. 

 

The newspaper articles referred to in Chapter 2 would, when giving examples of 

textese, invariably refer to letter or number homophones such as ‘gr8’, ‘b4’ and ‘2day’ 

making their way into formal English. The numerous articles almost invariably 

concluded that these textisms were taking over the English language. However, the 

results from my study indicate that such conspicuous textisms were the most 

frequently corrected as the learner respondents corrected the four letter and number 

homophone textese errors 94.6% of the time. This confirms that SASSLATS most 

definitely know that textisms are inappropriate in formal writing.  
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My results regarding the conspicuous and more subtle categories of textese may be 

related to Drouin and Driver’s (2012, p.11) study, who similarly distinguished 

between ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ categories of textese use. Drouin and Driver (ibid.) 

found that the use of accent stylisation (included under non-conventional spellings in 

my inquiry) and symbols was positively related to the literacy measures tested 

(reading, spelling, reading fluency, vocabulary), while the use of omitted apostrophes 

and omitted capitalisation was negatively related to the literacy measures. My results 

concur to some degree with those of Drouin and Driver as the learner respondents in 

my study were more adept at identifying ‘positive’ textisms such as symbols and non-

conventional spellings than ‘negative’ textisms such as omitted apostrophes and 

omitted capitalisation.  

 

Although section 4.2 essentially encapsulates the main results of my study and 

confirms that I have rejected my hypotheses, I created a second research instrument 

to compare it to the results obtained from the learners’ proofreading protocol and 

thus provide richer data. The results obtained from the teachers’ questionnaire are 

accordingly discussed in the following section. 

4.3 Results obtained from the teacher respondents 

4.3.1 Teacher respondent profile and overview of results 

The following table provides a breakdown of the number of respondents according to 

research site, grades taught (from grade 8 to grade 11), gender, number of years 

taught and subjects taught (language or content subjects).  
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Table 11: Teacher respondent profile 

 Site A (n) Site B (n) Site C (n) Total (n) 

Respondents 9 10 8 27 

Grade 8 teachers* 5 5 4 14 

Male 1 1 0 2 

Female 4 4 4 12 

Grade 9 teachers* 6 5 4 15 

Male 1 1 0 2 

Female 5 4 4 13 

Grade 10 teachers* 8 7 6 21 

Male 1 1 1 3 

Female 7 6 5 18 

Grade 11 teachers* 4 7 4 15 

Male 0 2 0 2 

Female 4 5 4 13 

Total: Male respondents 1 2 1 4 

Total: Female respondents 8 8 7 23 

Total: Language teachers 4 4 3 11 

Total: Content teachers 5 6 5 16 

Years spent teaching: 1 to 9 
years 

3 3 5 11 

Years spent teaching: 10 to 21 
years 

4 1 2 7 

Years spent teaching: 21 to 32 
years 

2 6 1 9 

* This number will necessarily exceed the total number of 27 respondents as almost all the 
teachers taught at least two grades. 

 

As can be observed from the table below, a total of 27 teacher respondents (n = 27) 

from the three research sites participated in the study, including 11 language 

teachers and 16 content (non-language) teachers. Of the 27 teacher respondents, 

only 4 were male, with the remaining 23 being female. The respondent who had been 

teaching the longest had been teaching for 32 years. 

4.3.2 Teachers’ perspectives on textese and their learners’ written work 

As mentioned in Chapter 3 regarding the design of the teachers’ questionnaire, the 

teacher respondents were requested to indicate the extent to which they ‘agreed’ or 

‘disagreed’ with statements regarding how often they saw textisms in their learners’ 

writing, thus providing me with attitudinal data only as the teachers merely indicated 

their attitudes to and perceptions of textese and their learners’ formal written English. 
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The teachers’ responses were grouped into nine categories to answer certain 

questions. The teacher respondents’ responses were then aggregated to reveal a 

mean score for the relevant question (refer to Addendum P for a breakdown of which 

statements on the teachers’ questionnaire were grouped together and aggregated to 

answer the nine questions listed in Table 12). The answers to the questions posed 

are provided in Table 12, but it is again emphasised that the results do not reflect 

actual data gathered, but rather a collective opinion of the teachers who participated 

in my study. While I was aware that aggregating the data would result in a loss of 

specificity, I was comfortable with the range of 2.3. Moreover, seeing that the 

questionnaire employed open-ended questions on a fixed six-point Likert scale, I was 

comfortable that the impact of outliers on such a relatively small scale would not 

unduly skew my interpretation of the aggregated results. 

 

It is nevertheless conceded that my choice to use relative words such ‘often’ makes 

the data difficult to interpret. In retrospect it is further conceded that my word choice 

did not make it clear whether teacher respondents should have interpreted ‘often’ as 

meaning, for example, every day or every week; ‘often’ in the work of every student, 

or ‘often’ in the work of one or two particular students as these definitions would likely 

have varied among individual teachers.  
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Table 12: Attitudinal mean results of teacher respondents 

Number Question 
n Mean score 

out of 6 
SD Legend 

(answer) 

1 
Do teachers actually see examples of 
textisms in their learners’ written work? 

27 3.6 0.9 
Often 
(yes) 

2 

Do teachers think that learners have 
become desensitised in respect of 
textisms and therefore add textisms 
unintentionally and unwittingly? 

27 4.3 0.7 Agree (yes) 

3 
Do teachers think learners distinguish 
successfully between formal and informal 
register? 

27 3.4 0.8 Agree (yes) 

4 
Do teachers think that textese has a 
negative impact on their learners’ writing 
ability? 

27 4.4 0.8 Agree (yes) 

5 
Do teachers think that textese has a 
negative impact on the English language? 

27 4.4 0.8 Agree (yes) 

6 Do teachers teach register? 27 4.0 1.3 Often (yes) 

7 

Have teachers observed a general decline 
in the quality of learners’ written English 
compared to ten years ago (or since they 
first started teaching)? 

27 4.6 1.0 
Strongly 
agree 

(definitely) 

8 
Do teachers think that learners do not 
take care to proofread their written work 
for errors? 

27 5.0 1.0 
Strongly 
agree 

(definitely) 

9 
Are there appropriate interventions 
available to teachers to address learners’ 
use of textese? 

27 3.8 0.6 Agree (yes) 

 

As evidenced by the above results, the 27 teachers indicated that they ‘often’ saw 

examples of textisms in their learners’ written work. However, as confirmed by the 

results from the learners’ research instrument, teachers were of the opinion that 

learners distinguished successfully between formal and informal register. In view of 

my argument around the point of saturation possibly already having been reached, I 

expected teachers to have observed that their learners did not distinguish 

successfully between formal and informal register, and that the learners would 

therefore struggle to identify textisms in formal written Standard English. However, 

the teachers’ observation proved to be accurate as the results from the learners’ 

research instrument rejected my hypothesis that SASSLATS would struggle to 

identify textisms in formal written Standard English. Nevertheless, teachers agreed 

that textese had a negative impact on their learners’ written English and that learners 

took less care to proofread their written work for errors. This finding concurs with the 

findings of Houser (2012, pp.66-69), who although focusing on university students 
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and their lecturers found that lecturers ‘often’ observed textisms in their students’ 

formal writing and that 68% of lecturers were of the view that textese negatively 

influenced their undergraduate students’ formal written communication. In my study 

the 27 teacher respondents ‘strongly agreed’ with the statements on whether they 

had observed a general decline in the quality of learners’ written English compared to 

ten years ago (or since they had first started teaching). This might, however, be due 

to the general inclination to view any language change as being tantamount to 

language decay as explained in section 3.3. 

 

Crystal (2006c, p.405) notes that most written forms in which textese will naturally 

occur will not be edited, for example, text messages, instant messages, Internet 

chats and e-mails. This observation is relevant as one of the questions to teachers 

was whether they thought learners took less care to edit and proofread work. The 

mean score of 5.0 out of 6, denoting ‘strongly agree’, indicates an emphatic ‘yes’. As 

textese evolved due to the need to ‘say’ more in a shorter period of time, it would 

accordingly be expected that editing and proofreading textese would be a low priority. 

It would therefore appear that according to the teachers’ responses, this practice of 

not editing and proofreading work might have spilled over to learners’ formal writing, 

resulting in more negligent errors and what is interpreted by teachers as a general 

carelessness. 

 

4.3.3 Categories of textese use per teachers’ responses 

The 13 categories of textese use have been ordered according to all 27 teachers’ 

responses based on which categories they perceived as being the most problematic 

as per the Likert scale employed. The 27 teacher respondents’ mean scores are 

tabled below and are ordered from the perceived most problematic (or most 

frequently observed) category of textese use to the perceived least problematic (or 

least frequently observed) category of textese use. The reason for providing this 

breakdown was to allow me to compare the teachers’ and learners’ responses after I 

had collated the learners’ responses to the 13 categories of textese use. It is again 

reiterated that the teachers were requested to comment on the frequency with which 

they saw actual examples of textese in their learners’ written work, and thus their 

responses only represent attitudinal data. 
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Table 13: Categories of textese use per teachers’ responses 

Rank Textism category n Mean 
score out 

of 6 

SD Legend 

1 Lack of punctuation 27 4.2 0.9 Often 

2 Contractions, including 
omitted hyphenation 

27 4.0 1.3 
Often 

3 Omitted apostrophes 27 3.9 1.2 Often 

4 Shortenings 27 3.9 1.0 Often 

5 Lack of capitalisation 27 3.6 1.0 Often 

6 Informal tone and 
register 

27 3.5 1.2 
Often 

7 Acronyms and 
initialisms 

27 3.4 1.3 
Sometimes 

8 Non-conventional 
spellings 

27 3.3 1.0 
Sometimes 

9 G-clippings 27 3.3 1.1 Sometimes 

10 Letter and number 
homophones 

27 3.2 1.2 
Sometimes 

11 Omitted articles 27 3.0 1.2 Sometimes 

12 Other clippings 27 2.9 1.0 Sometimes 

13 Symbols and 
emoticons 

27 2.7 1.5 
Sometimes 

 Mean score for all 13 
categories 

27 3.5 1.1 Often 

 

The teachers’ mean score regarding the frequency with which they saw textisms in 

their learners’ writing was ‘often’. Moreover, the results concur with my initial 

discussions with teachers, during which they identified a lack of capitalisation, 

contractions, omitted apostrophes, shortenings and a lack of capitalisation as the 

mistakes most frequently noted in their learners’ writing. The results also indicate that 

the teachers ‘often’ saw a lack of punctuation, contractions (including omitted 

hyphenation), omitted apostrophes, shortenings, lack of capitalisation, and informal 

tone and register in their learners’ written work, while the remaining seven categories 

of textese use were ‘sometimes’ observed.  

 

The fact that symbols and emoticons were the least frequently observed by teachers 

is significant because as indicated earlier, mobile phones are conducive to creating 

certain textisms, most notably emoticons, whereas physical writing is not. My 

postulation that written texts produced by SASSLATS would therefore not necessarily 

contain certain textisms (such as emoticons) as they are difficult to replicate in 

physical writing would therefore appear to hold true. 
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4.3.4 Categories of textese use: language versus content teachers 

While I was conducting initial discussions with the teachers at the various research 

sites, one teacher suggested that learners would focus more on writing ‘correctly’ in 

language subjects (where form is very important) than in content subjects (where 

content supersedes form). I therefore added a question on whether the respondents 

taught languages or content subjects to allow me to compare the two groups’ 

responses as tabled below: 

 

Table 14: Categories of textese use: language versus content teachers 

Rank 
Textism 
category 

Language 
teachers (n = 

11): Mean score 
out of 6 

Legend 

Content 
teachers (n = 

16): Mean 
score out of 6 

Legend 

1 Lack of 
punctuation 

4.5 Almost 
always 

4.0 
Often 

2 Contractions, 
including omitted 
hyphenation 

4.4 
Often 

3.6 
Often 

3 Omitted 
apostrophes 

4.1 
Often 

3.8 
Often 

4 Shortenings 4.1 Often 3.8 Often 

5 Lack of 
capitalisation 

3.9 
Often 

3.4 
Sometimes 

6 Informal tone and 
register 

3.8 
Often 

3.3 
Sometimes 

7 G-clippings 3.3 Sometimes 3.3 Sometimes 

8 Non-conventional 
spellings 

3.2 
Sometimes 

3.4 
Sometimes 

9 Acronyms and 
initialisms 

3.1 
Sometimes 

3.6 
Often 

10 Letter and 
number 
homophones 

3.1 
Sometimes 

3.3 
Sometimes 

11 Omitted articles 2.9 Sometimes 3.1 Sometimes 

12 Symbols and 
emoticons 

2.9 
Sometimes 

2.6 
Sometimes 

13 Other clippings 2.7 Sometimes 3.0 Sometimes 

 Standard 
deviation 

0.7 Standard 
deviation 

0.4 
 

Mean score for all 13 
categories 

3.5 Often 3.4 Sometimes 
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As can be seen from the table, the 11 language teachers’ mean score regarding the 

frequency with which they saw textisms in their learners’ formal written English was 

3.5 out of 6 (denoting ‘often’), while the 16 content teachers’ mean score out of 6 was 

slightly lower at 3.4 (denoting ‘sometimes’). While I had anticipated the score to be 

significantly higher for the content teachers (as learners would be less concerned 

about how they wrote but rather about what they wrote), the results may simply 

reflect that the language teachers were possibly more susceptible to noticing textese 

errors (as their primary teaching focus is on language) than content teachers and 

might therefore have perceived learners’ use of textisms as being more frequent and 

more problematic. The difference between the language and content teachers’ 

scores is, however, not statistically significant at a 95% confidence level (p < 0.05). 

Although not conclusive as my statistics have not reached significance, this does 

suggest that language teachers are more likely to notice textese use in their learners’ 

writing, or that they perceive textese intrusions as being more problematic and 

accordingly scored them more severely on the teachers’ questionnaire than the 

content teachers.  

 

The results furthermore indicate that a lack of punctuation and the use of 

contractions were perceived as the most problematic categories of textese use for 

the language teachers, while a lack of punctuation, omitted apostrophes and 

shortenings were identified as the most frequently observed categories by the 

content teachers. The five categories rated higher by the content teachers, namely 

non-conventional spellings, acronyms and initialisms, letter and number 

homophones, omitted articles and other clippings all formed part of the more 

conspicuous categories of textese use and might explain why they were scored 

higher on the teachers’ questionnaire by the content teachers. 

4.4 Comparison between learners’ and teachers’ responses 

4.4.1 Comparison of the categories of textese use 

A comparison of the teachers’ and learners’ responses to the 13 categories of 

textese use is provided in Table 15. The 13 categories are ordered from what the 

teachers perceived to be the most problematic category to the least problematic 

category, and from the learners’ actual answers ranked from the most difficult to the 

least difficult based on the number of correct responses per category. All categories 

varying more than three positions are in bold and colour coded. 
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Table 15: Categories of textese: Teachers vs learners 

Teachers (n = 27): Perceived most 
problematic 

Rank Learners (n = 288): Actual most 
problematic 

Lack of punctuation 1 Contractions 

Contractions 2 Omitted apostrophes 

Omitted apostrophes 3 Informal tone/register 

Shortenings 4 Shortenings 

Lack of capitalisation 5 Lack of punctuation 

Informal tone and register 6 Omitted articles 

Acronyms and initialisms 7 Lack of capitalisation 

Non-conventional spellings 8 Other clippings 

G-clippings 9 Symbols/emoticons 

Letter and number homophones 10 Acronyms/initialisms 

Omitted articles 11 G-clippings 

Other clippings 12 Letter/number homophones 

Symbols and emoticons 13 Non-conventional spellings 
 

The teachers indicated that they perceived a lack of punctuation as being the 

category of textese use most frequently observed in their learners’ writing. However, 

a lack of punctuation was only the fifth most difficult category according to the actual 

results. This could indicate that the teachers were either particularly sensitive to 

punctuation errors, or perceived such errors to be made more often than was, in fact, 

the case. The second discrepancy with regard to the above comparison between the 

teachers’ and the learners’ responses is that the teachers indicated that they noted 

non-conventional spellings quite often. However, on average, the learners correct 

95% of the non-conventional spellings in the learners’ proofreading protocol. This 

does not mean that the teachers did not observe non-conventional spellings in their 

learners’ writing, but rather that the learners found it easy to correct these textisms 

due to their visual prominence. While the teachers’ responses generally correlated 

with those of the learners, it is reiterated that the textisms corrected by the learners in 

a formal proofreading task are not necessarily indicative of the kinds of textisms they 

produce in their own messages and formal written work. 

4.4.2 Comparison of results with previous empirical studies 

The following table compares my results (from both the teachers’ and learners’ 

responses) to the 13 categories of textese use in relation to the findings of 

Geertsema et al. (2011, pp.481-483), who investigated secondary school teachers’ 

perspectives on the impact of textese on learners’ written language skills. It needs to 

be noted that Geertsema et al. only selected data according to eight categories of 

textese use. Once again, all categories varying more than three positions are in bold. 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



115 

Table 16: Comparison of Geertsema, Hyman and Van Deventer’s (2011) findings with the teachers’ and learners’ responses 

Number Geertsema et al. (2011): Teachers’ 
perceived most problematic textism 

categories 

Rank Teachers (n = 27): Teachers’ 
perceived most problematic 

textism categories 

Rank Learners (n = 288): Actual most 
problematic textism categories 

1 Non-conventional spellings 1 Lack of punctuation 1 Contractions 

2 G-clippings 2 Contractions 2 Omitted apostrophes 

3 Letter homophones 3 Omitted apostrophes 3 Informal tone/register 

4 Number homophones 4 Shortenings 4 Shortenings 

5 Acronyms and initialisms 5 Lack of capitalisation 5 Lack of punctuation 

6 Shortenings 6 Informal tone and register 6 Omitted articles 

7 Contractions 7 Acronyms and initialisms 7 Lack of capitalisation 

8 Emoticons 8 Non-conventional spellings 8 Other clippings 

 9 G-clippings 9 Symbols and emoticons 

10 Letter and number homophones 10 Acronyms and initialisms 

11 Omitted articles 11 G-clippings 

12 Other clippings 12 Letter and number homophones 

13 Symbols and emoticons 13 Non-conventional spellings 
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As can be observed from Table 16, Geertsema et al. (2011, pp.481-483) found that 

grade 8 and 9 teachers had found g-clippings, non-conventional spellings, and letter 

and number homophones to be the most problematic. However, this is almost the 

exact opposite of the actual results of the learners’ proofreading protocol, accordingly 

reiterating the importance of also obtaining data from the learners as without such 

data the task of making meaningful deductions from the data is that much more 

difficult (as the teachers’ perspectives only provide attitudinal data). The fact that the 

actual results of the learners’ proofreading protocol revealed that the learners 

corrected 91.8%, 94.6% and 95.0% of the errors in the categories of g-clippings, 

letter and number homophones, and non-conventional spellings respectively 

indicates that any further deductions made from the results obtained from Geertsema 

et al.’s study (2011) would be highly questionable given the fact that their results 

were neither substantiated nor compared to data obtained from actual learners. 

4.5 Discussion and interpretation of results 

In Chapter 1 I quantified the opposing concepts of ‘struggle’ and ‘proficient’ in the 

context of my inquiry by indicating that a score of more than 50% on the research 

instrument would indicate that learners were ‘proficient’ in terms of identifying 

textisms in formal written English as it would simplistically indicate that more textisms 

were corrected than overlooked. By contrast, learners would be deemed to have 

‘struggled’ to identify textisms in a formal writing context if they did not correct more 

than 50% of the textisms on the research instrument as they would then have 

‘missed’ more textese errors than they corrected. Therefore learners would not be 

seen to have reached the point of saturation unless they failed to correct more than 

50% of textisms on the research instrument. Accordingly, as revealed by my results, 

my null hypothesis was rejected at a 99.9% confidence level. This essentially means 

that SASSLATS do, in fact, not struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing context 

as per the aforementioned definition of ‘struggle’ provided for this inquiry. This 

statistically significant finding is supported by the fact that the learner respondents, 

on average, managed to correct two out of three textisms the proofreading protocol 

had been populated with. I am of the view that a mean score of 63.5% for the 

learners’ proofreading protocol indicate that although SASSLATS do not struggle to 

identify textisms in formal written Standard English, the role that textese plays as a 

driver of language change may not be discarded entirely. While my results essentially 

indicate that the SASSLATS who participated in my study did on average manage to 

correct an average of two out of every three textese errors (not language errors in 
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general), they nevertheless on average overlooked one in three textese errors with 

which the learners’ research instrument had been populated. I am accordingly of the 

opinion that overlooking one in three textese errors still indicates that the SASSLATS 

used in my study have become desensitised to some extent to identifying certain 

textese errors in formal written Standard English. While it is acknowledged that I 

cannot make any strong claims about the effects of textese on my target population’s 

proofreading ability as their use of and exposure to textese were never measured, 

my results would nevertheless seem to suggest that the concern expressed in the 

media over the supposedly detrimental effect of textese on English appear to be 

unfounded as SASSLATS appear to have a rather precise grasp of register. 

However, I acknowledge fully that my study’s design allows me only to speculate in 

this regard. SASSLATS also displayed the ability to distinguish between different 

registers as they identified two out of three textisms (reflecting a mean score of 

63.5%) in the proofreading protocol as being inappropriate for the decidedly formal 

context attributed to the research instrument. It is acknowledged that the 

proofreading protocol does not reveal anything about the effects of textese. It is 

further conceded that the proofreading protocol could simply be seen as a ‘normal’ 

test of proofreading ability (the ability to identify and correct errors that contravene 

conventional English spelling and grammar). 

 

With regard to the first of my two secondary hypotheses, I posited that female 

SASSLATS would identify more textisms in formal written Standard English than 

male SASSLATS as research conducted in the UK and the USA revealed that girls 

consistently outperformed boys in spelling and writing attainment. Although studies 

have shown that female secondary school learners send and receive more text 

messages than their male counterparts (Faulkner & Culwin 2005, p.183, Massey et 

al. 2005, p.435), my results indicate that, on average, the male respondents in my 

study marginally outperformed their female counterparts in terms of the number of 

textisms identified. Moreover, given that the difference between the scores attained 

by the male and female respondents is statistically significant at a 99% confidence 

level (p < 0.01), I may accordingly reject my secondary hypothesis as the data 

confirm that female SASSLATS identified fewer textisms in formal written Standard 

English than male SASSLATS. However, as discussed in section 4.2.4, the overall 

results were skewed by the relatively higher scores attained by the single-sex boys’ 

school. 
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In moving to my final secondary hypothesis, based on research conducted in the UK, 

I posited that SASSLATS would identify more textisms in formal written Standard 

English as they progress academically from grade 8 to grade 11. However, although 

an improvement was observed in the mean score achieved by the 

grade 9 respondents to the mean score achieved by the grade 10 respondents and 

again to the mean score achieved by the grade 11 respondents, the mean score of 

the grade 8 respondents was marginally higher than the mean score of the grade 9 

learners. However, given that the differences between the scores achieved by the 

grade 8 and grade 11, the grade 9 and grade 10, and the grade 9 and grade 11 

respondents were significant at a 99% confidence level (p < 0.01), but the differences 

between the scores achieved by the grade 8 and grade 9 respondents, and by the 

grade 10 and grade 11 respondents were not (at a 95% confidence level), my results 

in this regard did not reach statistical significance and I could therefore neither 

confirm nor reject this secondary hypothesis. 

 

As mentioned in section 1.9, for the purposes of this inquiry I considered the 

possibility that the point of saturation might already have been reached by the 

SASSLATS who participated in my study. While investigating whether the point of 

saturation had indeed already been reached did not form part of my research scope, 

the rejection of my null hypothesis at a 99.9% confidence level would seem to 

suggest that the point of saturation has, in fact, not been reached by SASSLATS as 

my results would seem to indicate that they retain a precise grasp of register. 

SASSLATS do not struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing context, which 

would appear to be contrary to claims by Nadeem et al. (2012, p.1234), Hamzah et 

al. (2009, p.6), O’Connor (2005, p.2), Brown-Owens et al. (2003, p.17), Lee (2002, 

p.3) that the point of saturation has already been reached.  

4.6 Answering of research question 

When I started my study, I shared the popular conviction that textese had infiltrated 

SASSLATS’ formal written English, and that they would therefore have difficulty in 

determining when the context dictated a more formal register to be used. I had 

therefore assumed that I would be making a recommendation similar to that of Turner 

(2009, p.64), who is of the view that:  

 

If teachers and parents can acknowledge that [textese] is indeed 

appropriate in the digital world that students navigate daily, then perhaps 

we can see its use in school as a difference, rather than a deficit, and 
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teach students how to code-switch from this language [textese] that has 

become part of their primary discourse into the more formal language of 

school and the larger society. 

 

With regard to answering my research question of what the implications are for 

formal written Standard English in South Africa in terms of SASSLATS’ ability to 

identify textisms in formal written Standard English: does the fact that the secondary 

school learner respondents who participated in my study on average failed to identify 

one in three textisms mean that textisms are becoming more acceptable in formal 

written Standard English? Moreover, does it mean that textese is influencing or 

infiltrating formal written Standard English, irrespective of how significant this 

influence or infiltration is? While I accordingly now reject the popular view of textese 

portrayed in the media, namely that it has a decidedly negative impact on secondary 

school learners’ language usage and that it is infiltrating English language usage at 

an ‘alarming’ rate, I am of the view that textese is a driver of language change, 

although not at the rate and to the extent I had anticipated when I started my study. 

The fact that the learner respondents identified two out of three textisms in the formal 

written proofreading protocol weighs more heavily than the fact that they overlooked 

one in three textisms; however, this nevertheless indicates that the effect of textese 

on SASSLATS’ ability to identify textisms in formal written Standard English and on 

formal written Standard English in general cannot be denied categorically.  

 

My results suggest that the digital native generation might not have reached the point 

of saturation and thus retains a precise grasp of context and the relevant register as 

posited by Crystal (2008c), Thomas and McGee (2012, p.20), and Kasesniemi (2003, 

p.208). However, through the process of linguistic diffusion explained in Chapter 3, 

textisms enter the English language as innovations but then gradually reach a point 

where they become viable lexical options for a significant number of users, as 

evidenced by the fact that the textisms ‘LOL’ (laugh out loud), ‘IMHO’ (in my 

honest/humble opinion) and ‘OMG’ (oh my gosh/God), as well as the spelling of ‘thru’ 

for ‘through’, have been included as recognised English words in the Oxford English 

Dictionary in 2011 (Ionescu 2011, Denison & Hogg 2006, p.37). It has therefore been 

shown that textese is indeed a driver of language change. While textese could 

therefore over time result in the informalisation of English, the scope of my study and 

the limitations of my research instruments prevent me from making any strong claims 

about textese in relation to the debate of whether textese constitutes language 

evolution or language decay. I do, however, maintain that textese users today are 
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able to use textese with the same effectiveness in the interest of communication than 

English speakers in, for example, Elizabethan England were. I accordingly conclude 

that while not conclusive, my results would suggest that textese, as a driver of 

language change, constitutes neither language evolution nor language decay, but 

simply language change as it is no better or worse at performing the aforementioned 

primary function of language.  

 

In terms of the implications that textese holds for formal written Standard English, it is 

reiterated that although language change largely occurs when casual styles of 

speech become accepted in more formal settings, and not the other way around, it 

does not necessarily imply that language is becoming increasingly informal (Aitchison 

2003, p.739). Although some of the more informal aspects of language use 

associated with textese are making their way into Standard English via the process of 

linguistic diffusion, my results indicate that the age responsible for the largest 

increment of language change still has a precise grasp of register and is able to 

identify textisms in formal written Standard English with relative ease. It therefore 

seems likely that the distinction between formal and informal contexts will continue to 

be made by secondary school learners. While the more informal contexts of English 

are certainly affected by textese, it would appear that secondary school learners 

possess sufficient ability to code-switch depending on the context. This suggests that 

although informal language in the form of textisms might over time make their way 

into formal written Standard English, such inclusions will not make its way into formal 

written Standard English any faster than through the normal process of linguistic 

diffusion. Textese’s effect on English is therefore not particularly pronounced, and 

this effect should certainly not be treated with undue suspicion. 

 

In generalising my findings to a wider population, I posited in Chapter 1 that although 

the target age group in South Africa, the USA and the UK with English first-language 

proficiency was not homogenous in terms of their textese usage (i.e. their actual 

production of textese) due to different accents and dialects, their ability to identify 

textisms (irrespective of accent or dialect) in a formal writing context would be similar. 

I conceded that there would be differences between the textese used by secondary 

school learners with English first-language proficiency in the USA, the UK and South 

Africa (and other English-speaking countries), and most likely even between the 

textese used in various regions of the same country. However, as my proofreading 

protocol focused on my target population’s ability to identify textisms, I posited that 

respondents with similar socio-economic backgrounds and English first-language 
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proficiency in my target age group across the world would be similarly proficient in 

identifying textisms in a formal writing context. I thus assumed that the texting 

behaviour of my target population across the globe would be largely similar as 

English remained the base language, and it could not be modified too drastically 

irrespective of accent or dialect for fear of becoming unintelligible. I thus posited that 

my proofreading protocol could be used with similar success within an equivalent 

American, British or similar English secondary school context with respondents of the 

same age, background and English first-language proficiency. While my proofreading 

protocol was not administered to respondents in my target population outside South 

Africa, or even outside Gauteng, based on the above I believe my findings may be 

somewhat generalised to a wider population due to the reasons elucidated in 

section 1.8.1. Although my research question only considered textese in relation to 

the implications for formal written Standard English in South Africa, I believe that 

globally my target population should retain a precise grasp of register. Textese 

globally should thus also not pose a threat to Standard English as textisms are 

unlikely to be absorbed into Standard English at a faster pace than the normal 

process of linguistic diffusion.  

4.7 Main findings 

The main findings of my inquiry are listed below. It is conceded that given my 

regrettable decision not to obtain data on respondents’ exposure to, and actual use 

of, textese I cannot draw any truly definitive conclusions. The first three findings 

relate to my null and secondary hypotheses, while the fourth and fifth findings relate 

to my research question. The last two findings were not explicitly included in my 

scope but my results have allowed me to draw certain additional conclusions as 

listed: 

 

1. Although no definitive conclusions can be drawn, my results seem to suggest 

that the concern expressed in the media over the supposedly detrimental 

effect of textese on English appear to be unfounded as SASSLATS appear to 

have a rather precise grasp of register.  

2. My results suggest that SASSLATS have, in fact, not reached the point of 

saturation as they seem to have a precise grasp of register given that they 

recognise textisms in formal written English. 

3. Male SASSLATS identified more textisms in the proofreading protocol than 

female SASSLATS, and SASSLATS did not consistently identify more 

textisms as they progressed academically from grade 8 to grade 11. 
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4. While no definitive claims can be made, my results suggest that textese does 

not currently pose a threat to Standard English in South Africa as it merely 

reveals English’s remarkable ability to adapt to the ever-changing demands 

and needs of its users. 

5. Although certain textisms have already become part of Standard English, the 

absorption of textese into Standard English is unlikely to occur at a faster 

pace than the normal process of linguistic diffusion.  

6. Modern English is not more ‘evolved’ than Middle or Old English as it is no 

better at fulfilling language’s primary function of conveying meaning and 

facilitating communication. Textese users are thus able to use textese with 

the same effectiveness than English speakers in, for example, Elizabethan 

England were. Textese therefore constitutes neither language evolution nor 

language decay, but simply language change. 

7. Textisms naturally fall into two groups, namely conspicuous and subtle 

categories of textese. SASSLATS are more adept at identifying the 

conspicuous categories of textese use. 

4.8 Mapping of results onto theoretical frameworks 

In the previous chapter I explained that my inquiry was best framed by two distinct 

theoretical frameworks. I justified why I had elected register theory to argue that the 

distinction between when the use of textisms was appropriate or inappropriate was 

not as clear for the digital native generation than for the digital immigrant generation. 

I accordingly postulated that SASSLATS would not have a precise grasp of register 

and would therefore be inclined to read over the textisms with which my proofreading 

protocol had been populated. I had therefore identified register theory in order to test 

my null hypothesis. The statistical modelling presented in this chapter, however, 

rejected my null hypothesis at the 99.9% confidence level as the SASSLATS who 

participated in my study did, in fact, not struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing 

context. 

 

My second theoretical framework expounded upon in the previous chapter was 

historical linguistics. I argued that all living languages, including English, were 

constantly changing and that textese was a driver of language change. In answering 

my research question, I considered the possibility that textese, as a potential driver of 

language change, might over time lead to the gradual informalisation of specifically 
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formal written English. Therefore (1) register theory was used to test my null 

hypothesis; and (2) historical linguistics was used to answer my research question.  

4.9 Rasch analysis 

As indicated in section 3.11, seeing that the proofreading protocol was untested and 

in order to gain further insights into it and its use, I analysed the data by applying the 

Rasch measurement model to my data. The approach followed in this regard and the 

results of this analysis are presented in the next chapter. 

 

4.10 Conclusion 

This chapter provided a description of the learner and teacher respondents’ profiles 

as well as a discussion of the results obtained after following the research 

methodology explained in Chapter 3. Statistical analysis was used to interpret the 

data, whereafter my null and secondary hypotheses were tested. Finally, this chapter 

concluded with the answering of my research question and the mapping of my results 

onto my two theoretical frameworks discussed in Chapter 3. The next chapter 

provides a general overview of the Rasch measurement model and its mathematical 

underpinnings, details the approach followed in this regard and presents the results 

of the Rasch analysis. The sixth and final chapter provides an overview of the study, 

reflects on its shortcomings, highlights the contribution of my inquiry to the body of 

knowledge, considers the findings in relation to the implications they hold for the 

classroom and identifies areas for further research. 
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5 RASCH ANALYSIS 

5.1 Introduction and methodology 

When constructing an assessment tool, it is imperative to ensure that the results will 

provide consistent (i.e. reliable) and meaningful (i.e. valid) data for making 

interpretations and drawing conclusions (Bradley & Sampson 2006, p.24). 

Accordingly, in view of the fact that the proofreading protocol is an original 

conception that would benefit from a rigorous approach to both validity and reliability, 

I applied further statistical techniques to verify the instrument’s validity and therefore 

inform the further use of the instrument and support the inferences that can be made 

from the results (Messick 1989, pp.29-34). To this end, and as for reasons explained 

below, the Rasch measurement model was deemed to be the most appropriate 

theoretical and empirical tool to achieve this objective. Named after the Danish 

mathematician Georg Rasch, Rasch analysis essentially operationalises the formal 

axioms that underpin measurement (Perline, Wright & Wainer 1979, p.241). 

Moreover, Rasch analysis provides the opportunity to examine the extent to which 

the responses from a scale (a set of items; in this instance the 52 items on the 

proofreading protocol) approach the requirements to satisfy the axioms, and thus 

provide reliable measurement (Tennant & Conaghan 2007, p.1358).  

 

The Rasch model may be classified as an ‘item response theory’ model, which is 

particularly useful in assessing performance and achievement across groups in 

which not all respondents need to respond to all items (Andrich 2004, p.7). The 

Rasch model is therefore particularly suitable to analysing the data from the 

proofreading protocol used in this study, as the respondents would not have 

responded to every single error embedded in the instrument although responding to 

each of the errors was the objective and instruction. The design of the instrument 

was such that only those errors that were identified could be answered (see 

section 3.7 for a more detailed discussion of the design of the instrument). Moreover, 

as explained in greater detail in Chapter 1, the proofreading protocol was designed to 

test a construct, namely ‘the ability to identify textisms in formal written English’, in 

the target population (i.e. SASSLATS). The hypothesis is that there is a fairly 

unidimensional construct (i.e. a line of enquiry) that has been identified. In support of 

this requirement, Bond and Fox (2001, p.38) state “good tests have, as their basis, a 

very clear and explicit understanding concerning the line of inquiry the test is trying to 

put into practice”. This ‘line of inquiry’ is essentially the “construct, dimension or 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



125 

concept to be measured by the assessment; [and] such assessments are said to 

have construct validity” (Bradley & Sampson 2006, p.26). In the case of this study, 

the line of enquiry is to determine whether the target audience of SASSLATS are 

proficient at identifying textisms in formal written English, with ‘proficient’ being 

defined in section 1.5. 

 

In this chapter the hypothesis that the proofreading protocol satisfies the criterion of 

‘construct validity’ is explored through the application of the Rasch model to the data 

obtained from the proofreading protocol. With regard to reliability, Rasch 

measurement plots person ability and item difficulty along a common linear scale 

through log transformations of the number of correct responses over the number of 

incorrect responses. These estimates may be used to calculate means and variances 

(Bradley & Sampson 2006, p.25). Unlike classical test theory, “Rasch measurement 

produces a standard error for each person and item, specifying the range within 

which each person’s ‘true’ ability and each item’s ‘true’ difficulty fall” (ibid.). 

Furthermore, the Rasch analysis will provide information on whether the items on an 

instrument are working consistently with each other, and whether in totality the test 

items are able to separate respondents according to their individual ability along a 

single continuum.  

 

With regard to reconciling Rasch measurement with my research hypothesis, as 

indicated in section 1.5, the null hypothesis of my inquiry was that SASSLATS would 

struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing context, with the concept of ‘struggle’ 

being defined for the purposes of this study as respondents failing to identify at least 

50% of the textisms on the proofreading protocol. Similarly, respondents would be 

deemed to be ‘proficient’ in terms of identifying textisms in formal written English 

should they identify more than 50% of the textese errors (as it would simply denote 

that more textisms were corrected than overlooked). In relating my wider null 

hypothesis to what the Rasch model might reveal about my data and, in turn, my 

proofreading protocol, the Rasch model would need to answer the following three 

questions satisfactorily (adapted from Bradley & Sampson 2006, pp.26-27): 

 

1. How well are the items distributed along the continuum (i.e. the ‘proficiency in 

recognising textisms in formal written English’ variable)?  

2. How well is the test targeted in relation to the ability of the respondents? 

3. Are the items (relating to the identification of textese errors) functioning as 

expected?  
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These three questions will be answered by discussing (a) the person-item map and 

person-item distribution, (b) the overall targeting of the items on the proofreading 

protocol as measured by the Rasch model, and (c) how well the items on the 

proofreading protocol fit the Rasch model’s expectations. These questions will be 

answered in sections 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4 respectively. However, a more detailed 

overview of the theory and mathematical underpinnings of the Rasch model is 

provided first, followed by a discussion of how the Rasch model was applied 

specifically in the context of this inquiry. 

 

According to Rasch (1960, p.18), “we can never know with certainty how a pupil will 

react to a problem, but we may say whether he [or she] has a good or a poor chance 

of solving it”. The Rasch probabilistic model therefore determines that the probability 

of a correct answer is governed by only two parameters, namely (a) the respondent’s 

ability, and (b) the item’s difficulty (Panayiotis, Robinson & Tymms 2009, p.7).1 The 

Rasch model thus aims to construct a workable mathematical form of the data-point 

curve by aligning the parameters (person ability and item difficulty) through their 

difference (person ability minus item difficulty); the probability of a successful 

response ranges between 0 and 1 (Wright & Stone 1979, p.15). The relationship of 

items to respondent ability along the continuum (i.e. the scale of measurement) is 

such that when a respondent is located at the same level as the item, he/she has a 

50% probability of answering the item correctly. The equation determining this 

relationship is described below. 

 

For respondent (v) and item (i), the probability of a correct response is governed by: 

 

Equation 1 
 

The left-hand side of the equation is read as “the probability of [respondent] v being 

correct on item i given the [respondent’s] ability,  and the item’s difficulty, ” 

(Andrich 2006, p.63). When the respondent’s ability is equal to the item difficulty, 

then the right-hand side reads e(βv - δi) = 1.2 The right-hand side is therefore read as 

equalling ½ when an item’s difficulty and the respondent’s ability or proficiency are 

                                                 
1
 Crucially, the Rasch approach is the only one that uses the raw score as the sufficient statistic for 

estimating item difficulty and respondent ability (i.e. the sufficient statistic for estimating respondent 
ability is the sum or count of the correct responses for a person over all items) (Panayiotis, Robinson & 
Tymms 2009, p.7). However, this sufficient statistic is assured retrospectively when the data fit the 
model. 
2
e

(βv - δi)
 = 1 is the value set by the Rasch model. 
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aligned on the scale. The probability calculated in Equation 1 is graphically 

represented by the item characteristic curve (Figure 13) and displays how the 

probability of achieving a score on an item depends on the difference between 

respondent ability and item difficulty (Sjaastad 2014, p.215).  

 

Figure 13: Probability of success given (βv - δi) for persons of varying ability, 
βv, on item with difficulty, δi 

 
 

The horizontal axis in Figure 13 above represents person location (i.e. respondent 

ability), with the probability of a correct response located on the vertical axis. The 

horizontal axis is measured in logits and indicates person ability, while the vertical 

axis is measured in percentage to indicate the probability of a person with a given 

ability (measured in logits) giving a correct response. The blue line in Figure 13 is the 

item characteristic curve and represents the probability with which respondents with 

varying ability will provide a correct response, as predicted by the Rasch model. For 

example, if a person with 0 logit ability (represented by the dashed line) is tested, 

he/she should theoretically have a 50% chance of giving a correct response on an 

item of this difficulty. At the extreme right-hand side of the scale, however, a person 

with 3 logit ability (i.e. high ability) would have an almost 100% chance of getting the 

item correct. Contrastingly, at the extreme left-hand side of the scale, a person with  

-3 logit ability would have an almost 0% chance of getting this item correct. The 

probability of answering correctly will differ with items of greater of lesser difficulty. 

Therefore, expressed in mathematical terms, the dashed lines illustrate how item 

difficulties are defined by means of the item characteristic curve, which represents 

the probability that a person (v), with given ability (βv), responds correctly to an item 

(i) with difficulty level (δi). Thus, any person will have a 50% chance of achieving a 
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correct response to an item whose difficulty level is at the same location as the 

person’s ability level. Similarly, if an item difficulty is above a person’s ability location, 

then the person has a less than 50% chance of obtaining a correct response on that 

item, while for an item whose difficulty level is below that of the person’s ability, the 

person would have a greater than 50% chance of producing the correct response 

(Long, Bansilal & Debba 2014, p.5). It is reiterated that the blue line in Figure 13 

presents the ideal item characteristic curve showing where respondent ability and the 

probability of a correct response intersects. Once the data have been analysed by 

the Rasch model, items and persons that do not function as expected by the Rasch 

model will be identified. Such misfitting items will later be discussed and reasons 

given why they did not quite behave as predicted by the Rasch model. 

 

In moving to a discussion of how the Rasch model was applied specifically in the 

context of this inquiry, it may be noted that the same mark sheets3 initially used for 

the 288 learner respondents were used as input to the Rasch model. The scores 

attained by each of the 288 learner respondents on each of the 52 items on the 

proofreading protocol were initially recorded as either ‘0’ (overlooked) or ‘1’ 

(corrected) or ‘2’ (‘other’ or ‘partially correct’, e.g. the respondent identified the 

textism but failed to correct it appropriately). However, for the purpose of categorising 

learners’ responses as having either been ‘overlooked’ or ‘corrected’, all instances 

where learners failed to correct the textese error appropriately were coded as 

‘overlooked’ as they might have marked ‘corrections’ on the instrument at random. 

Moreover, given that the brief on the proofreading protocol to respondents was to 

correct any errors they might find, this coding convention was retained for the 

purposes of Rasch analysis (i.e. all responses were marked as either ‘0’ [incorrect or 

overlooked] or ‘1’ [correct or corrected]).4 Each respondent’s captured responses 

according to the assigned categories of ‘0’ (overlooked) and ‘1’ (corrected) were then 

added across the 52 items to give each person a total score as calculated by the 

Rasch model. The Rasch analysis then produced certain outputs, including the 

person-item map and person-item distribution, the overall targeting of the items on 

the proofreading protocol, and provided information on how well the items on the 

proofreading protocol fit the Rasch model’s expectations. Importantly, given that the 

                                                 
3
 Refer to section 3.10 for a detailed discussion of the original data capturing, processing and verification 

procedure. 
4
 As mentioned in section 3.10.1, the possibility of coding ‘distractors’ (i.e. partially correct responses) on 

their own (i.e. as distinct from the relatively narrow confines of ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’) as per Andrich’s 
(2008) recommendation is discussed under section 6.5 as a potential area for future study. 
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Rasch model expects the data to conform to the measurement principles, the model 

will highlight any anomalies for further investigation (Long, Bansilal & Debba 2014, 

p.3). These outputs of the Rasch model are discussed in the following sections. 

5.2 Person-item distribution and person-item map 

A defining characteristic of the Rasch model is that the difficulty of items is located on 

the same scale (i.e. a common continuum) as the ability of the persons attempting 

those items because the construct of interest (in this case SASSLATS’ ability to 

identify textisms in formal written English) underpins both the design of the items and 

the proficiency of respondents (Long, Bansilal & Debba 2014, p.4). The distribution of 

persons and items along this scale is presented in the person-item threshold 

distribution (Figure 14), an output of the RUMM software (Andrich, Sheridan & Luo 

2010). The person-item threshold distribution shows the locations of both item 

difficulty (the lower graph) and estimated respondent proficiency (the upper graph) on 

the same scale after applying the Rasch model to the data. The units on the Rasch 

scale are called ‘logits’ (log-odds transformation or log units), and the raw scores of 

both item difficulty and respondent proficiency are transformed through an iterative 

process and aligned on the common scale (Andrich & Marais 2009, p.8). 

 

Figure 14: Person-item threshold distribution 

 

 

The person-item map presented in Figure 15 is equivalent to the person-item 

threshold distribution (Figure 14). The person-item map is essentially a rudimentary 

histogram with items arranged on the right of the dashed vertical line in the middle 
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from relatively easy at the bottom to relatively difficult at the top. Similarly, on the left-

hand side of the vertical dashed line respondent proficiency is arranged from 

relatively low proficiency at the bottom to higher proficiency at the top. As with 

Figure 14, item difficulty is calibrated in relation to the item mean reference 

(i.e. zero). Person proficiency is then estimated in relation to item difficulty. For full 

details see Andrich (1988) and Dunne et al. (2012). 

 

Figure 15: Person-item map 

 
 

The ‘I-coded’ items on the right reflect the specific items on the proofreading protocol 

(e.g. ‘I08’ indicates item 8). It may further be observed item 8, item 15, item 16 and 

item 13 are at the difficult end of the continuum, while item 48, item 22 and item 33 

are at the easier end of the continuum. The location values of these items essentially 

indicate the level of difficulty of an item relative to the respondent cohort. Negative 
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values indicate the relatively less challenging items, while positive values indicate 

relatively more difficult items for the respondent cohort as a whole. The item locations 

(difficulty range) of the ‘easiest’ and most ‘difficult’ items are tabled and discussed 

below. 

 

Table 17: Item location values 

Item number Error (correct form in brackets) Item location value 

48 Letter/number homophone (‘b’ for ‘be’) -3.658 

22 Other clipping (‘hav’ for ‘have’) -2.505 

33 Symbol/emoticon (‘@’ for ‘at’) -2.503 

13 Shortening (‘admin’ for 
‘administration’) +2.550 

16 Contraction (‘longterm’ for ‘long-term’) +2.700 

15 Contraction (‘clearcut’ for ‘clear-cut’) +3.431 

8 Omitted apostrophe (‘masters’ for 
‘master’s’) +3.899 

 

Seven of the fifty-two items on the proofreading protocol may be singled out as they 

represent the range of the instrument (i.e. the most and least difficult items on the 

instrument). As may be observed from Table 17, item 8 (omitted apostrophe; item 

location value +3.899), item 15 (contraction; item location value +3.431), item 16 

(contraction; item location value +2.700) and item 13 (shortening; item location value 

+2.550) are at the difficult end of the continuum, while item 48 (letter homophone; 

item location value -3.658), item 22 (other clipping; item location value -2.505) and 

item 33 (symbol; item location value -2.503) are at the easier end of the continuum.  

 

A possible reason for item 8 (omitted apostrophe – ‘masters’ for ‘master’s’), item 15 

(omitted hyphenation – ‘clearcut’ for ‘clear-cut’), item 16 (omitted hyphenation – 

‘longterm’ for ‘long-term’) and item 13 (shortening – ‘admin’ for ‘administration’) being 

of relatively greater difficultly might be because these errors are not exclusively 

attributable to textese, but might simply be language items with which many people 

struggle. Given the ongoing elimination of hyphens and apostrophes (Stainton 2002, 

p.63), it is clear that many people struggle with the rules governing the use of these 

items despite them being taught at school. The arguably complex grammatical rules 

governing the use of, for example, the apostrophe could also contribute to more 

widely experienced difficulties with these items. Failure by the learner respondents to 

identify an omitted apostrophe or hyphen might then be attributed to a combination of 

the items simply being particularly challenging and them not being sufficiently 
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textese-related. With regard to ‘administration’, this item might have been relatively 

difficult because it is seldom used in its full form in spoken English. Respondents 

may thus have found ‘admin’ acceptable in a formal writing context. 

 

At the other end of the continuum, items 48 (letter homophone – ‘b’ for ‘be’), 22 

(other clipping – ‘hav’ for ‘have’) and 33 (symbol – ‘@’ for ‘at’) were at the easier end 

of the spectrum for respondents. Reasons for item 48 being relatively the easiest 

item to identify could be that even though it is a letter homophone (‘b’ for ‘be’), it was 

presented as a single-letter word in the proofreading protocol. Conventional 

knowledge of English spelling would suggest few words only have one letter (as is 

the case with ‘b’ for ‘be’), and therefore this item might have been relatively very easy 

for the selected respondents.5 Respondents could therefore immediately have 

identified the use of a single consonant as inappropriate. For item 22 (other clipping – 

‘hav’ for ‘have’), it may be argued that the carefully selected respondents would, due 

to their implicit knowledge of English, know that few (indeed if any) English words 

end on a ‘v’. The presumed implausibility of such a word could therefore have 

attracted closer scrutiny by respondents, thus leading to this item being relatively 

very easy. With regard to item 33 (symbol – ‘@’ for ‘at’), it is possible that the visual 

element of the symbol may have been the reason why respondents successfully 

identified this textism. 

 

In view of the above, it may be noted that the four most challenging items all came 

from the more subtle categories of textese,6 while the three least challenging items all 

came from the more conspicuous categories. This finding further supports the 

analysis and findings in Chapter 4, which showed that the respondents were more 

adept at identifying items from the conspicuous categories of textese. 

 

As the proofreading protocol was designed to provide information on both individual 

items and the 13 categories of textese, the item location value per category of 

textese is presented in Table 18. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
5
 Refer to section 3.6 for a detailed discussion of how the respondents were selected. 

6
 Refer to section 4.2.5 for a detailed discussion in this regard. 
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Table 18: Item location value per category of textese ordered from least to 
greatest difficulty 

Item numbers comprising 
textese category 

Name of textese category 
Item location value per 

category of textese 

48, 37, 11 and 46 Letter/number homophones -2.349 

17, 4, 30 and 27 Non-conventional spellings -1.714 

10, 42, 34 and 26 G-clippings -1.589 

31, 33, 52 and 50 Symbols/emoticons -0.752 

38, 32, 41 and 3 Acronyms/initialisms -0.738 

36, 9, 39 and 2 Lack of capitalisation +0.303 

12, 22, 40 and 45 Other clippings +0.485 

13, 6, 47 and 43 Shortenings +0.732 

23, 5, 19 and 14 Omitted article +0.995 

51, 1, 21 and 29 Informal tone/register +1.276 

28, 24, 7 and 20 Lack of punctuation +1.276 

8, 18, 49 and 44 Omitted apostrophes +1.520 

25, 35, 15 and 16 Contractions +1.525 

 

While there are no particularly ‘easy’ or ‘difficult’ categories as a whole, the most 

significant outlier in the table above is the category of ‘letter/number homophones’ 

(with an item location value of -2.349 for this category of a whole). The relative ease 

with which the respondent cohort as a whole identified textisms containing letter or 

number homophones may be attributed to respondents having implicit knowledge 

that numbers and single consonant words do not form part of the English lexicon. 

The conspicuous nature of these textisms might also have contributed to the 

respondent cohort as a whole not struggling to identify these textisms. 

 

Furthermore, while not correlating perfectly with the conspicuous vs subtle categories 

of textese identified following the conventional statistical analysis of the data revealed 

in Chapter 4, the output of the Rasch model would seem to provide empirical support 

for the claim that the conspicuous categories of textese (i.e. letter and number 

homophones, symbols and emoticons, non-conventional spellings, other clippings, g-

clippings, and acronyms and initialisms) were generally easier for the respondents to 

identify. Similarly, again while not correlating perfectly with the findings detailed in 

Chapter 4, the more subtle categories of textese were apparently more difficult to 

identify for respondents. 

 

The overall targeting measured in terms of both the Rasch model and the Lexile 

framework is discussed in the next section. 
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5.3 Overall targeting in terms of the Rasch model and the Lexile 
framework 

The summary statistics of the Rasch analysis are tabled below: 
 

Table 19: Rasch analysis summary statistics  

Total item chi-square 382.074 Item mean 0.0000 

Degrees of freedom 208 Item standard deviation 1.672 

Chi-square probability 0.0 Person mean 0.972 

Person separation index 0.866 Person standard deviation 1.040 

 

The summary statistics tabled above (Table 19) indicate a high total item chi-square 

and a low chi-square probability. This finding indicates some lack of fit to the model,7 

perhaps indicating multidimensionality or response dependency. The person-

separation index indicates good spread across the continuum and high reliability. The 

person-item threshold distribution and the person-item map, presented in Figures 14 

and 15 respectively, show the test to be fairly well targeted to the respondent 

proficiency, with the person location mean (0.972) somewhat above the item location 

mean of zero (as set by the Rasch model). The 1.040 standard deviation (SD) of 

respondent locations is marginally higher than the expected 1.00, while the item SD 

of 1.672 is somewhat larger than the ideal around 1. This mean location and SDs 

imply that the proofreading instrument was found to be relatively easy for the 

respondent cohort as a whole.  
 

While a person mean closer to zero and an SD of around 1 are generally thought to 

provide greater precision about the instrument and the respondents, there are 

exceptions depending on the purpose of the instrument. One such an exception is 

the Lexile framework, which is used in the testing of reading skills.8 Lexile Theory 

holds that we use various symbol systems, such as language, music and 

mathematics, to communicate, and that all symbol systems share two common 

features: a semantic component and a syntactic component (Stenner & Burdick 

1997, p.9). In language, the semantic units are words, which are organised according 

to the rules of syntax into sentences and units of thought (Carver 1974, p.252). 

Moreover, across different texts the semantic units will vary in familiarity, while the 

                                                 
7
 Further iterations of the Rasch analysis were conducted after removing misfitting items, with subtest 

analyses being attempted. The conclusion was that the test was good enough for its intended purpose 
and that further Rasch analyses were not necessary. 
8
 While numerous other measures of reading skill and text readability exist, such as the Flesch–Kincaid 

and the Dale–Chall readability formulas, the Gunning Fog Index and the Fry Readability Graph, the 
Lexile framework was deemed to be the most appropriate as it matches students with appropriate texts. 
The Lexile framework will therefore indicate whether the readability of the proofreading protocol is 
appropriate for the target population of SASSLATS given their academic levels. 
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syntactic structures will vary in complexity – the comprehensibility or difficulty of a 

text is therefore determined by the familiarity of the semantic units and by the 

complexity of the syntactic structures used in constructing the message (Stenner & 

Burdick 1997, p.10). To measure the familiarity and complexity of a text, the Lexile 

Analyser provides a useful scale to provide a text’s Lexile measure. The Lexile 

Analyser essentially allows measurements for all persons and all texts to be reported 

in a common unit called a ‘Lexile’ (Stenner & Burdick 1997, p.14). The Lexile 

framework is therefore a scientific way of matching readers with texts on the same 

scale (ibid.). The higher the Lexile measure for a text, the more difficult the material is 

to read and the greater the reading ability required to comprehend the text. The 

Lexile scale runs from below 0 Lexile (L) to above 2000L, although there is not an 

explicit bottom or top to the scale (White & Clement 2001, p.49). To contextualise, 

Dr Seuss’s The Cat in the Hat has a lexile measure of 260L (i.e. an easy-reading 

text), while Boccaccio’s The Decameron measures 1500L (i.e. quite difficult to read) 

(Lexile 2013, pp.2&6). The central idea of the Lexile framework is that when a person 

is reading with 75% comprehension, they are reading at optimal reading capacity. 

The process then assesses a person’s level of reading comprehension and 

accordingly calculates the Lexile value of texts they can read with 75% 

comprehension (White & Clement 2001, p.3). Individuals reading within their Lexile 

ranges (100L below to 50L above their Lexile reader measures) are likely to 

comprehend approximately 75% of the text. This ‘targeted reading’ rate is the point at 

which a reader will comprehend enough to understand the text but will also face 

some reading challenge. The result is growth in reading ability and a rewarding 

reading experience (Lexile 2013, p.1). To this end, the Lexile Map provides examples 

of popular books and sample texts that are matched to various points on the Lexile 

scale, from 200L for emergent reader text to 1600L for more advanced texts (ibid.).  

 

Having run my proofreading protocol through the Lexile Analyser both with the 

textese errors and after having corrected them, it measured 1200L (with the textese 

errors) and 1070L (after correcting the textese errors) respectively. It is important to 

note that the Lexile measure is, in fact, higher rather than lower for the text with the 

textese errors than with the textisms corrected. Moreover, to further contextualise the 

scores of 1070L to 1200L, it may be noted that classics such as The Great Gatsby 

(1070L), David Copperfield (1070L), Pride and Prejudice (1100L), A Portrait of the 

Artist as a Young Man (1120L), Northanger Abbey (1120L) Catch-22 (1140L), Animal 

Farm (1170L) and War and Peace (1200L) all fall within this Lexile range. 
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In relating the Lexile measures of corrected and uncorrected proofreading protocol to 

the reading ability of the four target grades used in this inquiry (i.e. grades 8 to 11), it 

may be noted that the “Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & 

Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science and Technical Subjects” is an American 

convention that uses the Lexile framework to plot standard reading proficiency 

measures for English first language speakers and in schools where English is the 

medium of instruction for each grade from pre-school to the end of high school 

(CCSS 2012, p.8). Similar to South Africa’s grading system, where learners are 

required to complete school grades from grade R (the school-readiness year) to 

grade 12 (the last year of secondary school), the American system ranges from 

grade K (kindergarten year) to grade 12. Both the South African and American 

schooling systems thus have 13 grades. Based on this correlation, and for the 

purpose of defining a Lexile range for the four target grades used in this inquiry (i.e. 

grades 8 to 11), the Lexile ranges used in America will be adopted and applied to the 

South African context. The Lexile ranges as per the “Common Core State Standards 

for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science and 

Technical Subjects” are tabled below: 

 

Table 20: Adopted lexile ranges for the various target grades 

Grade Lexile range 

6 – 8 955L – 1155L 

9 – 10 1080L – 1305L 

11 – 12 1215L – 1355L 

 

As the grades are grouped together, it is assumed that the higher grade in a grouping 

would correlate more with the upper end of the given Lexile range. Accordingly, the 

corrected proofreading protocol, with a Lexile measure of 1070L, would then have 

been appropriately targeted or slightly difficult for the grade 8 respondents as the 

Lexile framework allows for some deviation from readers’ actual Lexile measures 

(100L below to 50L above the actual Lexile measure) as a compromise between 

understanding the text and still facing some reading challenge. For the grade 9 and 

10 respondents, however, the Lexile measure of the proofreading protocol correlates 

almost perfectly with the recommended Lexile range for these grades. With the 

permissible deviation of 100L below to 50L above readers’ actual Lexile measures, 

the instrument was most appropriately targeted for grades 9 and 10. Given that the 

Lexile range for grades 11 and 12 starts at 1215L, the corrected proofreading 

protocol was targeted slightly below the recommended Lexile range for grade 11 
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learners (i.e. not quite sufficiently challenging). It would therefore appear that the 

corrected proofreading protocol was found more difficult by grade 8 respondents, 

appropriately targeted for grade 9 and 10 respondents, and slightly easy for grade 11 

respondents. However, with the uncorrected proofreading protocol (the one that 

respondents were required to complete), the Lexile measure of 1200L means that the 

instrument was appropriately targeted for grade 11 respondents, quite challenging for 

grade 9 and 10 respondents, and very challenging for grade 8 respondents. It is, 

however, reiterated that the Lexile framework uses a 75% pivot, while the Rasch 

analysis uses a 50% pivot. Accordingly, while the person location mean of 0.972 as 

per the Rasch analysis is somewhat higher than the zero expected by the model (and 

therefore suggests that the proofreading protocol was not quite sufficiently 

challenging for the target population as a whole), the respective Lexile measures of 

1200L and 1070L for the uncorrected and corrected proofreading protocol suggest 

that the proofreading protocol was appropriately targeted for the four target grades 

(i.e. grades 8 to 11) as a whole. As a result, it would seem that while the proofreading 

protocol was relatively well targeted with the 50% pivot used by the Rasch model, the 

targeting of the proofreading protocol at the 75% pivot used by the Lexile framework 

is more appropriate. 

 

It has thus been shown that while the Rasch analysis pivoted around the 50% mark 

(i.e. the item-learner alignment is at the point where a learner has a 50% probability 

of getting the item correct), the Lexile framework pivots around 75% (i.e. the item-

learner alignment is at the point where a learner has a 75% chance of getting the 

item correct). According to the Lexile framework, the proofreading protocol was 

therefore appropriately targeted to provide maximum information. 

5.4 Item fit 

As explained in greater detail in section 1.2, close scrutiny of the relevant literature 

allowed for the 13 categories of textese (made up of 4 items each, making 52 items 

in total) to be identified. The identified categories and accompanying items are 

essentially operationalisations of the theory drawn from the literature on the use of 

textese. Moreover, the construct of ‘functioning as expected’ in the context of the 

Rasch model means that each of the items elicited responses in accordance with the 

test as a whole (Bradley & Sampson 2006, pp.27-32). In general, when an item does 

not fit the Rasch model it suggests that the item may have been formulated unclearly, 

may contain material that is outside the construct to be measured, or the respondent 
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may have guessed the answer (Bradley & Sampson 2006, p.27). In the case of this 

inquiry, the first two criteria do not apply as the items on the proofreading protocol 

relate to text recognition; however, the Rasch model will be useful in determining 

whether each item differs from the other items in some respects, and differs from the 

test functioning as a whole. 

 

It is further important to note that in a Rasch analysis test of ‘fit’ to the model, the total 

group of respondents is placed into class intervals or ‘cohorts’ of approximately equal 

size. For this study five class intervals were used. The mean ability of each of the five 

class intervals becomes the horizontal co-ordinate of points in the item characteristic 

curve, depicting the probability of that particular class interval answering a particular 

item correctly. Where the data conform to the model, the predicted item characteristic 

curve and the observed proportions of each of the five class intervals will be in 

alignment (Long, Bansilal & Debba 2014, p.8). Accordingly, where the theoretical 

item characteristic curve and the observed proportions of each of the five class 

intervals are in alignment, it is assumed that the data fit to the model. Contrastingly, 

however, where the theoretical item characteristic curve and the observed 

proportions of each of the five class intervals deviate substantially, it indicates some 

kind of misfit between the data and the expected outcome of the Rasch model (ibid.). 

While it is therefore expected that the items will work well and fit the Rasch model, it 

may nevertheless be observed that some items are highlighted as problematic by the 

Rasch analysis (ibid.). There are four broad categorisations that describe how the 

five class intervals might relate to the theoretical expectation, namely fairly good fit, 

under-discrimination, over-discrimination and haphazard misfit (Long, Bansilal & 

Debba 2014, p.5). Accordingly, given that it is expected that the data will fit the 

Rasch model, only the items that did not fit the model’s expected outcomes by either 

over-discriminating, under-discriminating or haphazardly misfitting are presented in 

Table 21. 

 

Table 21: Rasch item misfit 

Item 
number 

Error (correct form in brackets) Rasch item fit 
residual 

24 Lack of punctuation (full stop)  -2.838 

52 Symbol/emoticon (no emoticon to be added) 
-2.775 

12 Other clipping (business) +2.872 

45 Other clipping (will) +4.723 
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The items with the greatest positive fit residuals (i.e. the most under-discriminating) in 

the proofreading protocol were items 45 (‘wil’ – other clipping) and 12 (‘busines’ – 

other clipping), with fit residuals of +4.723 and +2.872 respectively. Contrastingly, the 

items with the greatest negative fit residuals (i.e. the most over-discriminating) in the 

proofreading protocol were items 24 (omitted full stop) and 52 (emoticon added), with 

fit residuals of -2.838 and -2.775 respectively. These four items are discussed below 

by referring to their item characteristic curves in relation to the five class intervals 

(respondent cohorts grouped together according to their estimated ability). 

 

The mean scores of the five class intervals (as calculated by the Rasch model), 

illustrated by the five black dots in Figures 16 to 19, are plotted together with the item 

characteristic curve for the four misfitting items. The two over-discriminating items 

(i.e. items 24 and 52) are discussed first, followed by the under-discriminating item 

(item 12) and the haphazardly misfitting item (item 45). 

 

Figure 16: Item characteristic curve for item 24 

 
 

Figure 17: Item characteristic curve for item 52 
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Over-discrimination means that the item separates respondents according to the 

latent variable, but more sharply than is expected by the Rasch model (Sjaastad 

2014, p.222). Accordingly, as may be observed from Figures 16 and 17, the two 

class intervals (respondent cohorts with the lowest estimated ability) are represented 

by the two black dots on the left, while the three black dots on the right represent the 

class intervals with the greatest estimated ability. The reason why these two items 

are over-discriminating is because respondents with lesser ability according to the 

Rasch model (i.e. the two black dots on the left below the curve) performed worse 

than predicted by the Rasch model, while respondents with greater ability (i.e. the 

three black dots on the right above the curve) performed better than predicted.  

 

A reason for the over-discrimination of item 24 (omitted full stop) – a relatively difficult 

item – could be that respondents with higher ability as predicted by the Rasch model 

might have instinctively known a pause was required at that point in the sentence 

(and thus identified the omitted full stop), coupled with fewer students of lower ability 

identifying the omitted punctuation as it was a relatively difficult item. With regard to 

item 52 (emoticon added), the over-discrimination could be attributed to respondents 

of lower ability adjudging the emoticon at the end of the proofreading protocol to be 

perfectly acceptable in formal writing, while respondents with greater ability, owing to 

their more acute sense of distinction between formal and informal contexts, more 

easily identified the inappropriateness of the emoticon at the end of the proofreading 

protocol than predicted by the Rasch model. 

 

The under-discriminating item (item 12) is discussed below in relation to its item 

characteristic curve. 

 

Figure 18: Item characteristic curve for item 12 
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Under-discrimination occurs when the observed values do not increase as much as 

the increase in ability would suggest (Sjaastad 2014, p.222). In contrast to over-

discriminating items, for under-discriminating items respondents with lesser ability 

perform better than expected by the Rasch model, while respondents with greater 

ability perform worse than expected. As may be observed from Figure 18, the two 

class intervals with the lowest predicted ability (represented by the two black dots on 

the left) were more successful at identifying this item, while respondents with the 

highest ability (represented by the three black dots on the right) were less successful 

at identifying this item. With regard to the under-discriminating item (item 12; 

‘busines’ for ‘business’), it may be noted that it comes from the ‘other clippings’ 

category of textese. One reason for this is that respondents with lesser estimated 

ability might read letter for letter (and were therefore more successful at identifying 

the missing ‘s’ in ‘busines’), while respondents with greater predicted ability might 

have read what there should be, and not what there actually is. Respondents with 

greater estimated ability might then simply have read too quickly through the 

proofreading protocol and thus have failed to identify these textisms as often as 

predicted by the Rasch model. 

 

The haphazardly misfitting item (item 45) is discussed below in relation to its item 

characteristic curve. 

 

Figure 19: Item characteristic curve for item 45 

 

 

With regard to the haphazardly misfitting item (item 45; ‘wil’ for ‘will’), it may be noted 

that it, like item 12, comes from the ‘other clippings’ category. As may observed from 

Figure 19, respondents with the lowest ability (i.e. in the lowest class interval; 

depicted by the black dot most to the left) were more successful at identifying this 
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textism than both the third and fourth lowest class intervals. This item is therefore 

haphazardly misfitting as there is no clear pattern between which of the five class 

intervals over-fit and which under-fit (as one cohort performed better than predicted 

by the Rasch model and the other four worse than predicted). Similar to the under-

discriminating item (item 12; ‘busines’ for ‘business’) discussed above, one reason 

for this haphazardly misfitting item could be that respondents with lower predicted 

ability might read letter for letter (and were therefore more successful at identifying 

the missing ‘l’ in ‘wil’), while respondents with greater predicted ability might read 

what there should be rather than what there actually is. 

5.5 Conclusion 

In relating the results of the Rasch measurement to my null hypothesis, namely that 

SASSLATS would struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing context, it may be 

noted that the person location mean of 0.972 suggests that the proofreading was 

relatively easy for the ability of the group of learner respondents as a whole. This 

conclusion is based on the 50% pivot (i.e. the alignment of an item with a respondent 

is based on a 50% probability of answering correctly). However, based on the 75% 

pivot (i.e. the alignment of an item with a respondent is based on a 75% probability of 

answering correctly) used by the Lexile Analyser, the instrument is well targeted and 

able to provide fairly accurate measures. 

 

The reasoning above is further confirmed when considering that the uncorrected and 

corrected texts used in the proofreading protocol measured 1200L and 1070L 

respectively on the Lexile framework. It would therefore appear that the proofreading 

protocol was, in fact, appropriately targeted compared to the “Common Core State 

Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science 

and Technical Subjects” for the target grades (i.e. grades 8 to 11) employed in this 

inquiry. Furthermore, given the fact that the learner respondent cohort as a whole 

found the proofreading protocol relatively easy despite it being appropriately targeted 

in terms of the Lexile framework for the selected target grades, my null hypothesis 

may be rejected in the strongest terms as SASSLATS do, in fact, not struggle to 

identify textisms in formal written English. This finding is consistent with the findings 

of the conventional statistical analysis performed and explained in greater detail in 

Chapter 4. In view of the above, the Rasch analysis essentially validated my 

proofreading protocol, showing it to be appropriately targeted to respondent ability.  
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As mentioned in section 5.1, the original transcription of data did not allow for 

partially correct responses due to the reasons explained in section 3.10.1. However, 

Andrich (2008, p.4) argues that responses he terms ‘distractors’ or partially correct 

responses should be coded on their own as a separate category to provide richer 

data. Andrich (ibid.) further argues that close analysis of the response process to 

such items suggests that not all distractors function in the same way, and that some 

may contain information relevant to the assessment. A closer analysis of each item 

and the respondents’ answers would therefore show whether indeed more 

information could be gleaned from some of the items. I have noted Andrich’s 

recommendation in this regard and the possibility of re-analysing the data to allow for 

partially correct responses is mentioned in section 6.5 as an area of future study.  

 

The Rasch analysis therefore essentially validated my proofreading protocol, 

answering the three questions posed at the beginning of this chapter by confirming 

that (a) the items on the proofreading protocol were distributed appropriately along 

the continuum (i.e. the ‘proficiency in recognising textisms in formal written English’ 

variable); (b) the proofreading protocol was appropriately targeted in relation to the 

ability of the respondents, particularly in terms of the 75% pivot employed by the 

Lexile Analyser; and (c) with the exception of only four items, all the items ‘fitted’ the 

Rasch model (i.e. functioned as expected by the Rasch model). 
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6 IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 Overview of study 

In Chapter 1 I showed that textese used linguistic processes that had been around 

from at least the early nineteenth century and that textese was therefore not ‘new’. 

After providing a comprehensive introduction to the phenomenon of textese, its 

origins and its characteristics in the first chapter, Chapter 2 considered the difference 

between how textese was viewed by the digital native and digital immigrant 

generations. SASSLATS would therefore, at least in my view, struggle to identify 

textisms in a formal writing context because they were so used to seeing them in 

informal writing contexts. I further showed that although textese was a medium of 

communication expressed in written guise, the processes used to create such 

communiqués were decidedly more akin to those associated with talking. Chapter 2 

further revealed how the portrayal of textese in the media shaped public opinion on 

the topic before studies relevant to my inquiry were considered critically. Based on a 

critical review of the relevant literature and the different approaches to collecting 

data, Chapter 2 also identified the main findings and limitations of previous studies 

and identified the gaps that my inquiry aimed to fill.  

 

Chapter 3 justified why my inquiry was best framed by two distinct theoretical 

frameworks: I explained that I had identified register theory to test my research 

hypothesis, and historical linguistics to answer my research question. Register theory 

was resultantly used in Chapter 3 to argue that due to their frequent exposure to and 

use of textese, SASSLATS would not have a precise grasp of register and would 

therefore struggle to identify textisms in formal written Standard English. My third 

chapter also provided detailed information about the research sites, respondents and 

the data collection procedure followed.  

 

Chapter 4 first provided a general overview of the respondent profiles and results 

obtained after following the research methodology explained in Chapter 3. I then 

analysed and interpreted the data before testing my null and secondary hypotheses. 

My null hypothesis was accordingly rejected at a 99.9% confidence level, meaning 

that SASSLATS in the urban Pretoria region did, in fact, not struggle to identify 

textisms in a formal writing context. My results thus indicated that the concern over 

textese expressed in the media was most likely unfounded as SASSLATS seemingly 

retained a precise grasp of register.  
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In Chapter 4 I also answered my research question of what the implications were for 

formal written Standard English in South Africa in terms of SASSLATS’ ability to 

identify textisms in formal written Standard English. I explained that through the 

process of linguistic diffusion elucidated in Chapter 3, textisms entered the English 

language as innovations but then gradually reached a point where they became 

viable lexical options for a significant number of users. I further indicated that my 

results suggested that textese should not pose a threat to Standard English as 

textisms were unlikely to be absorbed into Standard English faster than through the 

normal process of linguistic diffusion. Moreover, I generalised my findings to claim 

that contemporary Standard English globally was not more evolved in the pre-

Darwinian sense of the term than, for example, Old English was as it fulfilled its 

primary function just as effectively. My results therefore indicated that textese was 

indeed a driver of language change. This finding was considered within the debate of 

whether textese, as driver of language change, constituted language evolution or 

language decay. In this regard, it was concluded that textese, as a driver of language 

change, was neither language evolution nor language decay, but simply language 

change as textese was no better or worse at performing the primary function of 

language, namely that of facilitating communication, than the English of, for example, 

Shakespeare had been. 

 

Chapter 5 reported on the data analysis after applying the Rasch measurement 

model, in terms of which respondent proficiency was plotted in relation to item 

difficulty. The results obtained following the Rasch analysis corroborated some of the 

findings discussed in Chapter 4, specifically the finding that SASSLATS are more 

proficient at identifying textisms from the conspicuous categories of textese, and 

struggle relatively more to identify textisms from the more subtle categories of 

textese. The Rasch analysis essentially validated my proofreading protocol, 

confirming that it was appropriately targeted for the target audience and their 

respective grades (i.e. grades 8 to 11) in terms of the Lexile framework, although the 

results of the Rasch analysis, using the model’s 50% probability, suggested that the 

proofreading protocol as a whole was relatively easy given the ability of the entire 

learner respondent cohort to identify textisms in formal written English. Accordingly, 

the fact that the learner respondent cohort as a whole found the proofreading 

protocol relatively easy is countered by the fact that it was appropriately targeted in 

terms of the Lexile framework for the selected target grades. Therefore the results of 

the Rasch analysis support my initial finding that my null hypothesis may be rejected 
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as SASSLATS do, in fact, not struggle to identify textisms in formal written English. 

This finding is consistent with the findings of the conventional statistical analysis 

performed in Chapter 4. 

 

The Rasch analysis conducted in Chapter 5 thus validated my proofreading protocol 

by confirming that the items on the proofreading protocol were distributed 

appropriately along the continuum; the proofreading protocol was appropriately 

targeted in relation to the ability of the respondents; and with the exception of four 

items, all the items ‘fitted’ the Rasch model. 

6.2 Methodological limitations 

It is reiterated that the objective of the study was not to investigate whether there is a 

direct causal relationship between textese (and the use thereof) and respondents’ 

ability to identify textisms, but simply to investigate whether or not the target 

population of SASSLATS would struggle to identify textisms from the 13 categories of 

textese as drawn from the relevant literature. Nevertheless, in retrospect the 

following assumptions should have been asked directly of respondents rather than 

being assumed so that this information can be presented as a finding rather than an 

assumption: 

 

 Respondents own, or have ready access to, a mobile phone. 

 Respondents can use these phones as often as they please. 

 Respondents can identify textisms even if they do not use them. 

 Respondents are proficient in English, even if it is not their first language. 

 Respondents write text messages in English. 

 

As acknowledged in Chapter 1, the fact that I did not obtain the above information 

directly from respondents, but rather made bold assumptions, remains the single 

greatest limitation of my inquiry. Furthermore, although the scope of my research 

was only to investigate SASSLATS’ ability to identify textisms in formal written 

Standard English, obtaining actual writing samples produced by learners would have 

allowed me to compare the 13 categories of textese use in terms of actual textese 

errors produced by the SASSLATS versus the textisms overlooked in my 

proofreading protocol. While my initial scope included analysis of actual writing 

samples produced by SASSLATS, I later decided to focus on the results obtained 

from my two research instruments. As acknowledged in Chapter 1, my decision in 

this regard is one of the limitations of the inquiry as assessing actual writing samples 
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would have strengthened the thesis and findings significantly. Similarly, in retrospect 

my decision not to sit in while the learner respondents completed the research 

instrument was the wrong one as sitting in would have allowed me to observe first 

hand their reaction and attitude to completing the proofreading protocol. 

 

While I remain of the view that using two research instruments provided me with 

richer data as I could compare the responses received from the teacher respondents 

with those of the learner respondents, in retrospect an initial lack of focus meant that 

I now cannot draw strong conclusions or make definitive claims based on my results. 

Instead of adding the 30 questions to answer the additional 9 questions listed in 

Addendum P, in hindsight my inquiry could have been strengthened by employing 

the proofreading protocol with the 13 categories of textese, the teachers’ 

questionnaire to obtain their views on the 13 categories, and then compared the 

results with learners’ actual and self-reported use of the same 13 categories of 

textese. The statements and questions used in the teachers’ questionnaire were not 

focused enough, which meant that I sometimes had to use as few as seven 

respondents’ responses to obtain a view on a particular aspect. Using simply 

questions and statements relating to the 13 categories of textese use and comparing 

the teachers’ responses with those of the learners would possibly have been more 

useful. In addition, the relatively small number of teacher respondents (n = 27) in 

relation to the large number of learner respondents (n = 288) resulted in a teacher-to-

learner ratio of approximately 10:1. Therefore comparing the data of two such groups 

varying in size so significantly proved challenging. Using a larger number of teachers 

would potentially have overcome this challenge. 

 

The data I collected were also concurrent, meaning the data were broadly collected 

at the same point in time. It therefore only provides a snapshot of my target 

population’s attainment on my research instruments at a specific point in time rather 

than of their literacy development over an extended period. This limitation was also 

raised by Wood et al. (2014a, p.33) and is therefore discussed under possible further 

research under point 6.5. 

6.3 Contribution of inquiry to the existing body of knowledge 

As far as I know, no previous study has yet considered secondary school learners’ 

ability to identify textisms in formal written Standard English, and not by employing a 

proofreading protocol. The main contribution my study has thus made to the existing 

body of knowledge is the design and successful application of a proofreading 
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protocol populated with relevant and plausible examples of actual textese use. In 

addition, to the best of my knowledge no study has yet investigated SASSLATS’ 

ability to identify textisms in a formal writing context. I have shown that SASSLATS 

will not struggle to identify textisms in formal written Standard English. My results 

thus suggest that the point of saturation has, in fact, not been reached by 

SASSLATS, which would appear to be contrary to claims by Nadeem et al. (2012, 

p.1234), Hamzah et al. (2009, p.6), O’Connor (2005, p.2), Brown-Owens et al. (2003, 

p.17) and Lee (2002, p.3). However, as this did not explicitly form part of my research 

scope, I highlight this as a potential area for further research in section 6.5. 

 

Furthermore, it has been shown that digital platforms lend themselves to producing 

textisms such as emoticons, while paper-based writing does not, thus explaining why 

previous studies, for example those by Freudenberg (2009), Baron (2008), Massey et 

al. (2005) and Thurlow and Brown (2003), found actual textism use in writing 

samples produced by secondary school learners to be quite low. This result 

accordingly gives credence to my decision to use a proofreading protocol which had 

been produced on a digital word processor to ascertain whether SASSLATS would 

struggle to identify textisms in formal written Standard English. I have also found that 

textisms naturally fall into two distinct categories, namely conspicuous and subtle 

textisms. I have also shown that SASSLATS are more adept at identifying textisms 

that are more conspicuous.  

 

My results concur with those of Jacobs (2008, p.209) as I agree that textism ‘errors’ 

should rather be viewed as ‘miscues’ as although secondary school learners know 

the use of textisms is decidedly inappropriate in formal writing, they might sometimes 

fail to identify textese errors in formal written Standard English. Moreover, although 

my results support Mohapatra and Bose’s (2010, pp.138-139) suggestion that 

learners should be made aware of the different registers available when making 

decisions about writing, my results indicate that SASSLATS in general retain a 

satisfactory grasp of register to discredit media claims that textese is ruining the 

formality of formal written English. 

 

In view of my results, I also agree with the findings of Drouin and Davis (2009, p.63), 

who believe it is unlikely that textese abbreviations such as ‘you’ (‘u’) or ‘great’ (‘gr8’) 

will lead to a deterioration of performance in standardised literacy tests. My findings 

also support Drouin and Davis’s (ibid.) claim that it is unlikely that a decline in 
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performance will be seen immediately. Although I assumed this at the outset, I 

confirmed that secondary school learners can read textese with relative ease as per 

Drouin and Davis’s (ibid.) findings.  

 

Furthermore, as explained in section 3.9, I do not suggest that my research 

instruments were standardised; however, I do believe that my instruments might be 

refined to become standardised instruments as the wide variation in data collection 

approaches and research instruments used emphasises the need for standardised 

instruments to be used as per Wood et al.’s (2014a, p.93) recommendation. 

Moreover, as one of the main shortcomings of my inquiry was a benchmark against 

which I could compare my results, I believe that I have provided a reference point for 

future studies. 

 

Finally, the Rasch analysis conducted in Chapter 5 firstly validated the use of a 

proofreading protocol in testing SASSLATS’ ability to identify textisms in formal 

written English, and secondly showed that the Rasch measurement model may be 

successfully used to analyse the data obtained from a textese identification 

proofreading protocol. This results of this analysis further raises the question of 

whether when applying the Rasch model to reading texts the pivot would be 75% 

rather than the generally accepted 50%. 

6.4 Implications for the classroom 

My results indicate that the SASSLATS who participated in my study, and possibly 

secondary school learners with similar backgrounds globally do, in fact, have a 

precise grasp of register and will not struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing 

context. Teachers should, however, continue to sensitise secondary school learners 

about the fact that different registers exist as all language teachers indicated that 

they taught register. Learners therefore should, on a continual basis, be reminded 

that while there are certain contexts where the use of textese is completely 

appropriate, such as when communicating with friends on online platforms and 

messaging applications (‘apps’) such as BlackBerry Messenger and WhatsApp, there 

are other contexts where a formal register might be required and where any use of 

textese will therefore be decidedly inappropriate.  

 

It is further recommended that teachers should encourage learners to explore the 

linguistically creative spelling and writing conventions associated with textese, but 

reiterate that such conventions should remain in the informal sphere of language use. 
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Therefore, “using [textese] as an example of code-switching may acknowledge the 

legitimacy of the language while bringing its use to the conscious level, where 

students can choose to use it or not, depending on the context” (Turner 2009, p.61). 

It might therefore be useful to include exercises in which students might be instructed 

to ‘condense’ a passage into a 160-character message to encourage the creative use 

of language and highlight the dynamic qualities of English by exploring non-

conventional spellings and language use while at the same time alerting learners to 

the appropriateness thereof given the context. 

 

I believe that the use of cellular- and computer-mediated technology in the classroom 

should be promoted rather than discouraged. For example, similar to a competition 

run by the Guardian in 2002 for the best poem written in textese (Crystal 2008a, 

p.13), teachers could periodically specifically brief learners to write a very short 

‘essay’ in textese on a given topic, but then limit the maximum number of characters 

to a single SMS (160 characters). Learners could even be requested to submit the 

‘assignment’ or ‘essay’ directly to the teacher’s mobile phone, or to a web-based 

cellular platform designed for this purpose. Similarly, the use of e-mail could be used 

every so often so that learners can become accustomed to using electronic 

communication channels and devices to submit academic assignments, thus 

reinforcing the idea that even though the assignment is being completed 

electronically, a formal, academic register still needs to be maintained when using 

the electronic device. This should aid teachers in sensitising learners to the fact that 

cellular and computer technology is not strictly to be associated with informal 

communication and an informal register, but that context, and not the device used, 

should dictate the level of formality and the concomitant register required. This will 

further sensitise learners to the dynamic nature of language in relation to technology 

and teenage fads. The use of cellular- or computer-mediated communication is, 

however, pivotal in achieving such objectives. 

 

In addition, based on the results of the teachers’ questionnaire relating to teachers’ 

perceived observance of learners’ proofreading habits (in terms of which teachers 

‘strongly agreed’ that learners did not take sufficient care to proofread written work 

for errors), I recommend that the editing and proofreading of learners’ written work 

should receive greater focus in the classroom. After a formal writing exercise or even 

creative writing test, it might prove useful to allow time specifically for learners to 
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proofread their written work should any textese (or indeed any other unintended) 

error have made its way into the final product. 

 

Finally, it should be noted that my results indicate that learners still retain a precise 

grasp of register and therefore do not struggle to identify textisms in a formal writing 

context. Accordingly, no drastic intervention is justified based on the results of my 

study because, as the teachers indicated (by ‘agreeing’ that there were appropriate 

interventions available to them to address the use of textese), existing interventions 

would seem to be sufficiently robust to address SASSLATS’ textism use in formal 

written English. 

6.5 Further research 

It is highlighted that the target population completed the proofreading protocol in 

2012, when predictive text messaging and the so-called ‘free’ messaging platforms 

(e.g. BlackBerry Messenger and WhatsApp) were perhaps less widely used. 

Following the relatively recent popularisation of the free messaging platforms, it has 

removed the problem of ‘paying per text message’ (which is the norm for sending 

traditional SMSs), meaning that message length is no longer an issue, or at least less 

of an issue. Although the time that could potentially be saved by using textese 

remains a relevant factor, the introduction of smartphones with their predictive and 

suggestive texting could mean that the need for using textese might in fact be 

declining, although this would have to be tested empirically. The use of predictive 

and suggestive texting and the potential impact thereof on messaging behaviour are 

therefore highlighted as areas for further research. 

 

Furthermore, in my inquiry I used respondents from schools from upper-middle class 

socio-economic sphere whose learners would have ready access to and use of 

mobile phones. I also only used schools where the medium of instruction was 

English, and I specifically selected research sites that represented the historically 

stronger academic schools in the Pretoria region. It is accordingly recommended that 

a similar study be conducted with respondents from schools from the lower-income 

socio-economic sphere or rural areas, whose learners would not necessarily have 

ready access to and use of mobile phones. It is also recommended that the study be 

repeated at schools where learners would not necessarily have English first-

language proficiency, and that the study be repeated among younger and older 

respondents, specifically primary school learners aged 10 to 12 (grades 5 to 7) and 
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university students aged 18 to 21 (undergraduate students). Further avenues of 

potential research could therefore include investigating the phenomenon of textese 

and secondary school learners’ formal written English by using a proofreading 

protocol in South Africa (1) in other provinces; (2) among different economic classes, 

specifically among the poorer population as all my research sites fell within affluent 

suburbs; (3) among second-language English speakers; (4) among research sites 

less familiar for their academic attainment; and (5) among younger and older age 

groups respectively. Moreover, given Taljard’s (2014, pers. comm., 31 July) assertion 

that the extended system of agreement underlying the grammatical structure of 

South Africa’s nine official indigenous languages seemingly complicates the 

shortening of words as per textese conventions, a study to investigate why this 

appears to be the case should prove highly insightful. 

 

Similarly, another area for further research could be to use a proofreading protocol to 

investigate textese in other countries where English is spoken both as a native 

language (for example England, the United States of America, Australia and New 

Zealand), and as a second or foreign language (for example India, Japan, Taiwan, 

Malaysia and the Philippines). Furthermore, I believe that my proofreading protocol 

can be applied with great success in other languages to test similar research 

hypotheses. However, the categories of textese use will necessarily have to be 

adapted specifically for the target language. I thus believe that the concept of using a 

proofreading protocol was sound, but that a uniform instrument translated verbatim 

into different target languages would not be feasible as languages are not 

homogenous. Due to disparities in spelling, syntax and morphology, different 

languages will necessarily react differently to the demands imposed by textese to 

shorten words. The use of a proofreading protocol in languages other than English 

would therefore constitute an opportunity for further research.  

 

I also believe that complementing the use of a proofreading protocol by focusing on 

the actual textisms produced by respondents when writing physically and typing 

electronically would be highly relevant. This was also highlighted as a limitation of my 

inquiry and could therefore be a possible opportunity for future research. While 

previous studies have investigated the textisms produced by various target 

audiences, I believe it would be interesting to compare respondents’ actual writing 

samples to their scores on the proofreading protocol. This essentially relates to Wood 

et al.’s (2014a, p.99) recommendation on investigating the relationship between 
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texting and the composition of formal connected text. Similarly, as mentioned in 

Chapter 2, Drouin and Davis’s (2009, p.63) findings indicate that it is unlikely that a 

decline in performance will be seen immediately. They therefore recommended that 

the target population’s performance on their research instrument should be tracked 

over a prolonged period of time, that is, several years. The fact that the data I 

collected were concurrent was highlighted as a limitation in section 6.2 as my data 

only provided a snapshot of my target population’s attainment on my research 

instruments at a specific point in time. This limitation was also raised by Wood et al. 

(2014a, p.33), and it is therefore recommended that the learners’ proofreading 

protocol be administered to the same target population over several years. Such 

further inquiries will accordingly reveal whether future SASSLATS have become 

desensitised in respect of identifying textisms in formal written Standard English as 

one of the main shortcomings of my inquiry was a benchmark against which I could 

compare my results.  

 

My results therefore suggest that SASSLATS have, in fact, not reached the point of 

saturation and that it would appear that they retain a precise grasp of register as they 

do not struggle to recognise textisms in formal written English. However, as this was 

not explicitly part of my research scope, I recommend that further research be 

conducted on secondary school learners and the point of saturation. 

 

The focus of this inquiry was admittedly more on the learner respondents than on the 

teacher respondents. It is therefore recommended that further empirical research be 

conducted on a more focused comparison between the learners’ actual responses on 

the proofreading protocol, and the teachers’ perceptions of their learners’ texting in 

relation to their formal written work. 

 

Finally, as indicated in sections 3.10.1 and 5.1, in line with Andrich’s (2008, p.4) 

recommendation that partially correct responses should be coded separately to 

provide richer data, the possibility of re-analysing the data to allow for partially correct 

responses is a potential area for future study. 
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6.6 Closing statement 

 

In closing, I agree with Wood et al. (2014a, p.99) that it is unlikely text messaging will 

replace traditional literacy practices, and I too see textese as “offering a new layer to 

language use rather than supplanting standard literacy conventions”. Therefore: 

 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the relationship between 

standard and non-standard language is, evidently, still an uncertain one. 

We are at a transitional point between two eras. We seem to be leaving an 

era when the rules of Standard English, as selected and defined by 

prescriptive grammarians, totally conditioned our sense of acceptable 

usage, so that all other usages and varieties were considered to be inferior 

or corrupt, and excluded from serious consideration. And we seem to be 

approaching an era when non-standard usages and varieties, previously 

denigrated or ignored, are achieving a new presence and respectability 

within society… But we are not there yet. … However, it is only a matter of 

time. … But changes in linguistic attitudes and practices do not come to be 

accepted overnight, or even over decades. … In a few years’ time, the 

new generation of schoolchildren, well grounded in pragmatic principles, 

will be out there in society, able to counter unthinking prescriptive 

attitudes; and once they are in senior positions, the confrontation will be 

over. … We are coming towards the close of a linguistically intolerant 

era… 

Crystal (2004b, pp.523-525) 

Although the technology that allowed textese to flourish is relatively new, textese 

itself has its origins in the early nineteenth century. I personally do not foresee 

textese making its way into formal language contexts (unless by accident) on a large 

scale in the near future, if ever. I am convinced that “members of an educated 

public”, to use Wessels’s (2011, pers. comm., 11 October) words, will continue to 

make the distinction between formal and informal register, and continue to make this 

distinction well. I therefore retain the view that should certain textisms continue 

making their way into Standard English, it might lead to English becoming ever so 

slightly more informal over time. Such a sequence of events is, however, in my 

opinion more reflective of changing social factors than of changing linguistic factors. 

Language is therefore indeed changing because society is changing (Crystal 2005, 

p.459). In closing, I too believe that we are indeed mving twards th clse of a lingstcly 

intlrnt era bcoz, as Crystal (2008a, p.26) sez, “f u cn rd ths thn wts th prblm?”   
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Addendum A: Learners’ proofreading protocol 

 

[Front] 

 

School: _________________   Grade: _________    Gender: M / F (please circle)  

 

 

Scenario 

 

You are applying for a job as the Head of Student Affairs at the University of Oxford 

in the United Kingdom. You have written the cover letter on the back of this page to 

accompany your curriculum vitae (CV). Knowing that your application will be 

discarded immediately should the cover letter contain any errors, you read it one 

last time to ensure that you have corrected all the errors. 

 

The letter on the back of this page might contain errors. Please correct all the 

errors that you find on the paper. Note that it is not necessary to rewrite any of the 

sentences.  
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[Back] 

 

Hi Sir/Madam 

 

Re: Application for the position of Head of Student Affairs at the university of 

Oxford 

 

I am from Pretoria in SA and I heard about your university thru the Internet. I 

believe I would be suitable candidate for the above-mentioned position cause my 

qualifications fit the job description perfectly I hold a masters degree in educational 

psychology and i am goin 2 register for a further degree in busines admin in year 

2013. When I saw your advertisement, I knew it was a clearcut decision for me to 

apply as I have always thought of the tertiary environment as a longterm career. 

 

My working experience includes two years as my skools student counsellor and 

another three years working at University of Pretoria. I liked working with the 

students they are really cool. I hav found that I can make real difference in their 

lives I also do alot of voluntary work and I enjoy workin with people. I particularly 

enjoy doing a wide variety of tasks and am of the opinion that I rite particularly well.  

 

With regard to my personal interests I enjoy hanging out wiv my friends & family, 

we always have a great time lol. I am good @ sports and I absolutely love playin 

tennis. I am also one day gonna climb Mount everest – it has been an ambition of 

mine 4 a very long time. Btw, I also have a great sense of humour and i can tell 

jokes that literally have peopl rotfl. I am also committed to livin each day to the 

max.  

 

I guarantee you wont be sorry should I be given the opportunity – I wil not let you 

down. I truly look forward to hearing from u and I would be particularly disappointed 

should I not be your chosen candidate. 

 

Should any further info b required, please dont hesitate to contact me (my phone # 

can be found in my curriculum vitae). 

 

Bye  
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Addendum B: Key to the learners’ proofreading protocol 

Hi1 Sir/Madam 

 

Re: Application for the position of Head of Student Affairs at the university2 

of Oxford 

 

I am from Pretoria in SA3 and I heard about your university thru4 the Internet. I 

believe I would be 5suitable candidate for the above-mentioned position cause6 my 

qualifications fit the job description perfectly7 I hold a masters8 degree in 

educational psychology and i9 am goin10 211 register for a further degree in 

busines12 admin13 in 14year 2013. When I saw your advertisement, I knew it was a 

clearcut15 decision for me to apply as I have always thought of the tertiary 

environment as a longterm16 career. 

 

My working experience includes two years as my skools1718 student counsellor and 

another three years working at 19University of Pretoria. I liked working with the 

students 20they are really cool21. I hav22 found that I can make 23real difference in 

their lives24 I also do alot25 of voluntary work and I enjoy workin26 with people. I 

                                                 
1
 Informal tone/register (Dear) 

2
 Lack of capitalisation (University) 

3
 Acronym/initialism (South Africa) 

4
 Non-conventional spelling (through) 

5
 Omitted article (a) 

6
 Shortening (because) 

7
 Lack of punctuation (full stop) 

8
 Omitted apostrophe 

9
 Lack of capitalisation (I) 

10
 G-clipping (going) 

11
 Letter/number homophone (to) 

12
 Other clipping (business) 

13
 Shortening (administration) 

14
 Omitted article (the) 

15
 Contraction (hyphenation) 

16
 Contraction (hyphenation) 

17
 Non-conventional spelling (school) 

18
 Omitted apostrophe 

19
 Omitted article (the) 

20
 Lack of punctuation (semi-colon) 

21
 Informal tone/register (interesting/fascinating to work with) 

22
 Other clipping (have) 

23
 Omitted article (a) 

24
 Lack of punctuation (full stop)  

25
 Contraction (a lot) 

26
 G-clipping (working) 
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particularly enjoy doing a wide variety of tasks and am of the opinion that I rite27 

particularly well.  

 

With regard to my personal interests28 I enjoy hanging out29 wiv30 my friends &31 

family, we always have a great time lol32. I am good @33 sports and I absolutely 

love playin34 tennis. I am also one day gonna35 climb Mount everest36 – it has been 

an ambition of mine 437 a very long time. Btw38, I also have a great sense of 

humour and i39 can tell jokes that literally have peopl40 rotfl41. I am also committed 

to livin42 each day to the max43.  

 

I guarantee you wont44 be sorry should I be given the opportunity – I wil45 not let 

you down. I truly look forward to hearing from u46 and I would be particularly 

disappointed should I not be your chosen candidate. 

 

Should any further info47 b48 required, please dont49 hesitate to contact me (my 

phone #50 can be found in my curriculum vitae). 

 

Bye51


52
 

 

                                                 
27

 Non-conventional spelling (write) 
28

 Lack of punctuation (comma) 
29

 Informal tone/register (spending time) 
30

 Non-conventional spelling (with) 
31

 Symbol/emoticon (and) 
32

 Acronym/initialism (laugh out loud) 
33

 Symbol/emoticon (at) 
34

 G-clipping (playing) 
35

 Contraction (going to) 
36

 Lack of capitalisation (Everest) 
37

 Letter/number homophone (for) 
38

 Acronym/initialism (by the way) 
39

 Lack of capitalisation (I) 
40

 Other clipping (people) 
41

 Acronym/initialism (rolling on the floor laughing) 
42

 G-clipping (living) 
43

 Shortening (maximum) 
44

 Omitted apostrophe (won’t) 
45

 Other clipping (will) 
46

 Letter/number homophone (you) 
47

 Shortening (information) 
48

 Letter/number homophone (be) 
49

 Omitted apostrophe (don’t) 
50

 Symbol/emoticon (number) 
51

 Informal register (Yours sincerely) 
52

 Symbol/emoticon (no emoticon to be added) 
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Addendum C: Data-capturing sheet for the learners’ proofreading 
protocol 
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Addendum D: Teachers’ questionnaire 
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Addendum E: Letter of invitation to schools to participate in study on 
textese 
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Addendum F: Teacher consent letter 
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Addendum G: Learner consent letter 
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Addendum H: Parental consent letter 
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Addendum I: Teachers’ information sheet 
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Addendum J: Instructions to teachers 
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Addendum K: Ethics approval 
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Addendum L: Gauteng Department of Education approval 
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Addendum M: Example 1 of a completed learners’ instrument 
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Addendum N: Example 2 of a completed learners’ instrument 
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Addendum O: Example 3 of a completed learners’ instrument 
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Addendum P: Statements aggregated on the teachers’ questionnaire 

The following statements were aggregated to answer the following nine 

questions as listed in Table 12: 

 

1. Do teachers actually see examples of textisms in their learners’ 

written work? Statements 7, 13, 24, 30, 36. 

2. Do teachers think that learners have become desensitised in 

respect of textisms and therefore add textisms unintentionally and 

unwittingly? Statements 8, 14, 22, 34. 

3. Do teachers think learners distinguish successfully between 

formal and informal register? Statements 9, 10, 16, 17, 31. 

4. Do teachers think that textese has a negative impact on their 

learners’ writing ability? Statements 11, 20, 25, 26, 32. 

5. Do teachers think that textese has a negative impact on the 

English language? Statements 12, 18, 23, 29, 35. 

6. Do teachers teach register? Statements 15, 21, 27. 

7. Have teachers observed a general decline in the quality of 

learners’ written English compared to ten years ago (or since they 

first started teaching)? Statement 19. 

8. Do teachers think that learners do not take care to proofread their 

written work for errors? Statement 28. 

9. Are there appropriate interventions available to teachers to 

address learners’ use of textese? Statement 33. 
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