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Txting to Learn:

A PORTUGUESE EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE

IN MEDIA LITERACY

BY J. IGNACIO AGUADED GOMEZ, Ph.D.

& SANDRA CORTES MOREIRA

The growth of human communication through
the increasing use of electronic and digital me-
dia, has increased the need for analysis, and debate,
of the concept of literacy. This has been a challenge
for many researchers and educators throughout the
world, and also, for many social and political or-
ganizations, including UNESCO, the European
Council and the European Union (EU).

The concept of media literacy will only be under-
stood once it has been conscientiously accepted, and
then fully developed and implemented by media
education programs. This implies the enhancement
of new competencies in all. In particular, it applies
to the younger generation. Those involved in media
literacy education, ideally all people to some degree,
would become much more aware and interested in
the use of all new media and much more sensitive
to the consequences of inappropriate use of these
technologies. Media literacy also requires the par-
ticipation of all agents, from politicians to industry
content producers and especially from educational
agents, since it concerns all individuals and affects
the way we relate to each other and understand in-

formation.

THE JOURNAL OF MEDIA LITERACY

The use of mobile phones, as well as IM—Instant
Messaging, has become ubiquitous throughout
the world. Communication industry regula-
tors (OFCOM in Great Britain, for example, or
ANACOM, in Portugal), non-profit organizations
and marketing studies enterprises (Kaiser Family
Foundation and Pew Internet & American Life
Project in the USA), as well as investigational proj-
ects led by universities or other institutions, like the
European Union (2007, Study on Media Literacy:
Current trends and approaches to media literacy in
Europe or 2006, Mediappro) and the UNESCO
or the Goéteborg University and its International
Clearinghouse on Children, Youth and Media
(Nordicom), just to cite a few, are evidence of this
new media saturation, especially among young
people. Despite their ubiquity, some technolo-
gies have not yet been fully explored as they could
be, through explicit skills training, to create a truly
functional literate society. One untapped area is
the use of “txting” (the abbreviated writing form used
mainly by young people to communicate through
mobile phones and IM services) as a valid pedagogi-
cal strategy to teach/learn, especially with regard to

language content.



Txting is a code; not a completely original one, in
the sense that it has characteristics common both to
the dominant codes used by its writers (their native
languages), as well as characteristics of iconic and
signifying codes. It’s not possible, either, to estab-
lish a grammar for it, since a grammar is a very long
and thorough list of rules, but it’s possible to iden-
tify some basic grammar rules and to understand, as
Noam Chomsky said (Szabo, 2004), that their us-
ers have to develop a set of accepted group language
conventions leading to an acceptable performance,
whether the group’s primary mode of communica-
tion be Chat, SMS, MSN (or other IM services),
to name just a few possibilities. Txting is a hybrid
code, mixing characteristics of native languages with
others specific from computer mediated communication
(CMQ), and there is a clear possibility of classify-
ing it as a new textual genre, with specific lexical or
other linguistic features, just as Marcuschi (2002)
and Santos (2003) defend, more than consider-
ing it a dialect (geographical variation of languag-
es). Pierre Lévy (2002), in a conference about the
“The Collective Intelligences/Internet and Human
Development,” held in one of the universities of
S. Paolo, Brazil (SESC), said alphabets would re-
sist the birth of a new language of animated images/
drawings, motivated and resulting as a direct con-
sequence of media use (computer games or graphic
softwares, such as Power Point, for example), which
potentiates the integration of visual and multimedia
tools and features in language codes; but in Lévy’s
opinion, it was perfectly possible to see such a de-
velopment in the near future. Txting already does
some of this, by integrating visual/iconic elements,
such as emoticons and smileys (graphic symbols or
combinations of symbols used to convey emotional

content).

More than a “fashion item,” txting will have a ten-
dency to establish itself as a characteristically CMC
form of expression, with developmental character-
istics similar to those of cinema or television lan-
guage, which were initially the object of so many
doubts, suspicions and fears but are now an inte-

gral part of everyday life. Even handwriting, when

originally seen as a new technology, once had the
disapproval of many, as Umberto Eco often refers
in papers and conferences. Writing, as a means of
transmitting ideas using a code and a physical sup-
port (paper), took the role of a social distinguisher,
since it was reserved for a select few, such as priests,
nobles and scholars, for many centuries; in fact, it
still is a barometer of social and economical devel-
opment in societies. Likewise, now many, even in
the press, accuse titing, of being the cause of dra-
matic language changes, of being the cause of poor
learning and native language use, largely because
of the fact that young people are the main users.
Some critics go so far as to say titing is destroying
languages as we know them. Nevertheless, we, as
well as many others (Benedito, 2002, 2003 and,
Segerstad, 2002:262, Thurlow, 2003 and 2006
and Tagliamonte and Denis, 2006), believe lan-
guages will not be structurally affected by the use of
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these new forms of communication, even though we
find the communication of young people showing
signs of them, such as abbreviations, shorter sen-
tences, acronyms, among others. Such slight varia-
tion and development is natural in living languages,
which progress and modify themselves constantly,
as living organisms do (Lavoisier and Darwin dem-
onstrated clearly this principle), without being de-
stroyed in the process. This possibility is even more
evident in languages, which are products of conven-
tions, accepted and transformed at the same rhythm

as societies and mentalities change themselves.

Interestingly, a case study in a secondary school in
Silves, Portugal (a small city in Algarve, the south-
ern region of the country), shows that students
understand this flexibility of languages and com-
pare it with examples from the Portuguese spoken
language itself, such as the spelling of the word
“Farmacia” (pharmacy/chemistry), which was writ-
ten “Pharmacia” in the 19® century. Students in
the study, between the ages of 15 and 21 years old,
with difficulties in learning their native language,
had a greater tendency to integrate components of
txting in their communication, especially in con-
texts that reveal inappropriate timing, mainly for-
mal settings (exams, reports, etc.). They also re-
veal fewer skills in its use, that is, a poor mastery
of the aesthetic and grammatical features of the
Portuguese idiom, as well as a lack of creativity in
the use of titing. Rat (the MSN nickname of one 17
year-old student) had such significant expressive
difficulties in the Portuguese language that when
he used trting, he could not decode the basic sen-
tences or signs of it. The poor use of both codes,
of course, shows an increased likelihood for lan-

guage acquisition problems.

Having established this, why not take advantage of
the situation, using these technologies to do exactly
the opposite, that is improving the knowledge of
one’s native language and motivating the problem-

atic students to learn it?

THE JOURNAL OF MEDIA LITERACY

Using prior knowledge in the teaching/learning
process has been promoted by many researchers,
mainly constructivists. Jean Piaget, the well known
Swiss psychologist, talked about a continuous pro-
cess of assimilation and accommodation that leads
children to developmental stages, until they reach
a complex knowledge about a particular situation/
theme or gestalt. Vygotsky talked about the influence
of social interaction in the learning process, and
Bruner believed that a stronger grasp of new con-
cepts was built on present and past understanding
of facts, resulting from two main stages. First, the
process of knowledge transmission, which is con-
cerned with the experiences and contexts that con-
tribute to build the student’s will to learn. Second,
the learning process has to be structured in such way
that the concepts can easily be learned through the
creation of “spiral curricula” (repetitions of themes
with increasing, interrelated complexity that build
on the learner’s developing knowledge). Bruner
proposes that teaching must be considered as fa-
cilitating the students’ search for solutions, driv-
ing them to explore subjects beyond those given
or presented by the teachers and valuing ideas such
as intuition and analysis. Therefore, situated learning
(developed by authors like Lave, Wenger, Schuman
and Clancey), and more specifically, the Situated
Action Theog) (proposed by Artman and Waeern), give
a relevant theoretical frame from which to jus-
tify the use of titing in classes, and in the teaching/
learning of native language idioms; since this use
implicates the clear perception that the world, re-
lationships and, consequently, identities are per-
manently changing. Such an acknowledgement of
ongoing change implicates each one of us, since
learning is the result of belonging to a certain place
(Duncan and Leander, 1998-2003), as well as the
result of interaction and communication (Artman
and Wern, 1995: 12). The idea of using, valuing,
and bringing to the classroom, students’ personal
experiences, their daily practices and their personal
“libraries of knowledge” relevant to this theoreti-
cal frame, could foster additional motivation and
interest, a constant need in the teaching/learning

process. Moreover, it would promote a better adap-



tation of teaching methodologies to each student’s

learning style.

A program of exercises was developed and tested at
the aforementioned school, which served as a pilot
study site, to implement these principles. The pro-
gram is still being improved for use in other schools,
through the collaboration of Portuguese language
teachers and students. It has a clear focus: to use
the students’ experience as txting users, referencing
examples of this code, to teach them some of the ba-
sic grammar concepts of the Portuguese language.
At the pilot school, the application of the program
has improved the relationship between teachers
and students, since they had to share a non-con-
ventional knowledge, which is seen by some as be-
ing “softer.” Many of the teachers never tried using
txting before and by engaging in this experience, they
became closer to the students; the transmission of
“harder” subjects became much easier after that.
But it also improved the critical thinking and analy-
sis skills of students, making it possible for students
to build individual tools and strategies for coping
with different situations, regardless of their relation
to txting. This type of connection made it possible to
deliver what Paulo Freire referred to as a “Dialogical

Education”:

“I defend a critical-dialogical pedagogy (...) the
critical apprehension of significant knowledge
through a dialogical relationship (...) where one
proposes the building of a collective wisdom
articulating both the popular knowledge and
the critical knowledge, the scientific knowledge,

mediated through the experiences of the world.”
And the Brazilian pedagogue concludes:

“Only dialog, that implies a critical thought, is
capable of generating that same critical thought.
Without it there’s no communication and with-
out communication, there is no true educa-

* (1995: 83 and 1987: 83).

tion

As a result of this study, a small book of exercises
is being written, which incorporates the national
guidelines defined by the Ministry of Education
Board, as well as the goals and timeline of the par-
ticipating teachers. Examples of prior media liter-
acy curriculum development efforts were also ana-
lyzed (CLEMI, France and Instituto de Inovagdo
Educacional, Portugal, for example). Based on
these guiding factors, each exercise speciﬁes its
objectives, intended audience, needed materials,
suggestions on appropriate teaching methodology
(group/individual work, for example), key words
and concepts, related topics for further investiga-
tion, articles/web sites to consult (with references),
the activities themselves, and notes. The graphics of
the book are intended to be appealing and easy to
use (See examples on nextpage).

The participating teachers were consulted through-
out the process of creating and implementing the
lessons. The teachers used the lessons in their
classes, which consisted of students in the 10®, 11"
and 12 grades (as previously mentioned, between
15 and 21 years old). Several focus groups are still
being created to evaluate the program, including
teacher groups, to analyze the exercises and reac-
tions of students, as well as student groups, both for

those in the Portuguese classes and a sub-group of

those with poor marks in their Portuguese classes.

This experience has been one of great collaboration
and success, since all the people involved have shown
sincere appreciation and given valuable suggestions
and contributions. Their goal has been to improve
the first edition of the book and to go on with the
investigation, preparing a second stage, in which dif-

ferent countries and other schools will be involved.

* This is a free translation of the original portuguese text, by Paulo Freire,
that says: «Defendo uma pedagogia critico-dialégica (...) apreensio
critica do conhecimento significativo através da relagdo dialogica (...)
onde se propde a construgio do conhecimento colectivo articulando
o saber popular e o saber critico, cientifico, mediado pelas experiéncias
do mundoy; «Somente o didlogo, que implica um pensar critico, é capaz,
também, de gera-lo. Sem ele ndo hda comunicagio e sem esta nio ha
verdadeira educagioy.
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Sample sheets from a book of exercises..
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Mainly, though, the study has created a needed space expressive skills and demonstrating improved native
for debate around literacy issues related to the new
communication technologies (cMc, Chatting, and

SMS, in particular). At the moment, there is a clear

language skills as well.

In terms of literacy, there are two major benefits.
perception that the introduction of txting in the lan-

guage classes has made it possible to prepare both

teachers and students to maintain a constant aware-

First, knowing how to use the language, students
can better understand the meaning of words and
texts. This ensures a better comprehension of mes-

ness of literacy issues. Additionally, in terms of the sages, which is the necessary basis to be a media lit-

teaching/learning process, we can surely affirm that erate person. Second, analyzing the specific charac-
teristics of txting and thinking about CMC provides

students and teachers with the tools to make better

this experience enhances students’ comprehension
of language structures, thereby improving their use

of lexicon, semantics and grammar. This improve- use of those new technologies and promotes in all

ment, in turn, has led students to much more ac- of them, better “abilities of identifying, access-

curate identification and correction of their own ing and analyzing, as well as to interpret, evaluate

mistakes (and the mistakes of others), gaining better and communicate/select competently” the media

THE JOURNAL OF MEDIA LITERACY



(OFCOM, 2006: 1). Therefore, they will become
media literate, which is to say, people “able to ex-
ercise informed choices; understand the nature of
content and services; be able to take advantage of
the full range of opportunities offered by new com-
munications technologies; and be better able to
protect themselves and their families from harmful
or offensive materials”. They will be engaged and
competent citizens in a society already demanding
them to be media literate “as a result of the me-
dia convergence — that is the merging of electronic
media (mass communication) and digital media
(multimedia communication) which occurs in the
advanced stages of development of an information
society. This media literacy includes the command
of previous forms of literacy: reading and writing
(from understanding to creative skills), audiovi-
sual, digital and the new skills required in a climate
of media convergence” (Pérez-Tornero/Barcelona
University, 2007: 8). And, now and in the future,
students and teachers will all be able to carry on the
message of media education proposed by UNESCO
(1982, 1999; 2002), the Council of Europe and

the European Commission.
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