
Communicating Online

1 Read the following text about online communication.

COMMUNICATING ONLINE

Today, the Internet is at the very heart of how we communicate. It lets us write
to people all over the world and expect responses from them almost immediately,
all from the comfort and convenience of our own homes. This isn’t new anymore,
of course, but for many of us who came to the Internet as adults, it’s a constant
source of amazement. Just think of it: you can send an email message from Toronto
to someone in Stockholm in a matter of seconds, and use instant messaging to
chat with that person very nearly live.

The Internet has given us a new medium in which to communicate. This medium
demands that we develop a new process for doing so – a speaking/writing hybrid.
This process requires creativity in how we use language, sensitivity to the nuances
of language, and the ability to translate our thoughts and emotions quickly and
effectively from our minds to the screen in a way that uses the act of writing
but comes across as much closer to speaking. What’s fascinating about Internet
communication is that it combines writing with speaking to an unprecedented
degree. Email, chat and instant messaging are all written, but crucial elements
of speech come into play. 

The Internet application called “chat” automatically suggests speech, and while
people often refer to “writing” an email message, a fast exchange of email
messages quickly takes on terminology related to speaking as well. Most importantly,
the writing style tends to come very close to speech. Punctuation and grammar,
as well as other prescriptions of formal writing, get lost in the flurry of messages.
Capitalization becomes thoroughly unimportant. Slang and abbreviations abound.
People say something quickly in one message, then explain it again in subsequent
messages. And as in speech, a fast exchange forces the parties to think on their
feet and say something – type something – without taking much time to consider
what they are writing. Even email can be like this, when fast responses are
expected or demanded, or when the email “conversation” is personal.

Interpersonal communication on the Internet has required a significantly greater
degree of learning, including particular communication conventions. How do we
learn these conventions? The same way we learn all conventions of communication:
through observation, and trial and error. And where did these conventions come
from in the first place? From a combination of existing communication modes –
such as letters, memos, notes, telephone conversations, face-to-face
conversations – and from new conventions created precisely for the new mode.
And this is where the true fascination lies.

Adapted with permission from: Lingo Online: A Report on the Language of the Keyboard Generation, by Dr.

Neil Randall, Ph.D., Department of English, University of Waterloo, June11, 2002.
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Communicating Online (Cont.)

2 The following words come from the reading. Try to guess their meanings from the context and then
check your answers with a dictionary.

1. medium 5. flurry

2. hybrid 6. subsequent

3. nuance 7. abound

4. unprecedented 8. modes

3 The following idioms come from the text. Guess their meanings from the context and compare 
with a partner. Write your own sentences using these idioms.

Idiom Meaning

1. take something for granted (par. 1):

2. come into play (par. 2):

3. think on your feet (par. 3):

4. trial and error (par. 4):

4 Answer the following questions.

1. What is the main idea of the reading?

2. How has Internet-based communication changed the way we use written language?

3. How does communicating online imitate speaking?

4. What features of written language get lost in email? Give examples from the text and provide your own.

5. In your opinion, how has online communication changed the way we obtain and read information?
Give examples.

6. How has it changed the way we maintain our relationships (e.g., friends, family, co-workers)? 
Give examples.

7. What social networking Internet tools have you used? (e.g., Facebook, MSN, Twitter, Skype)?
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