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Abstract: Many applied linguistic studies have been carried out in the area of social media. Among other issues, they point out
the advantages of using these online communication tools (e.g. Twitter, Facebook, Instagram) in foreign language teaching.
The media support students’ motivation; they allow communication outside of the class etc. However, they can also serve as a |
valuable source of authentic language use. Discourse observed in social media communication (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram)
Ibears unique linguistic features different from those in other discourse communities. The study, building e.g. on a study of the |
language of advertising in social media, uses Speech Act Theory to analyse and describes these characteristics. It identifies
specific lexical and syntactic features, and pragmatic language use typical to social media and online communication in |
German and compares these to print texts. Consequently, it argues for the use of social media in German as a foreign language |
classes where it can serve as a source of authentic and meaningful language use. It claims learners of German as a foreign |
language need to be introduced to online discourse and its features in order to become competent users of the language in the |
21sl century. It further argues that exposing students to the language of authentic online communication, rather than artificially

created texts, enriches traditional ways of foreign language teaching and provides learners with valuable language learning

experiences. ‘

B T e s
In the last few years, social media have become a natural part of life for a large section of society and in

the lives of young people they now occupy almost a central role. The high number of users of these
communicative media is evident in the latest statistics on social network users. These figures from April
2019 record 2.3 billion active Facebook users, 1.9 billion for YouTube, 1.6 billion for WhatsApp, 1.3 for
Facebook Messenger, 1.1 billion for WeChat and one billion for Instagram. ! Altogether the statistics
include 20 different social networks, of which the most commonly used are cited here; however, there is
also a perceptible increase in the number of those using other social media outlets. A 2017 study, for
example, which focuses on the use of social networks by young people in the USA, states quite clearly: “In
2014, 89.42% (weighted n, 1126/1298) of young adults reported regular use of at least one social media
site. This increased to 97.5% (weighted n, 965/989) of young adults in 2016 (Villanti et al. 2017, 1).

In addition to such positive effects as connectivity, the possibility of rapid worldwide communication
and so on, this trend also has negative consequences. For instance, some studies have shown a correlation
between using social networks and psychological problems: *“[...] technology-based social comparison and
feedback-seeking were associated with depressive symptoms” (Nesi, Prinstein 2015, 1427). However, it is
not merely a matter of specific diagnoses; social media also have an identifiable effect on social interaction
generally. Although these media are referred to as “social”, they do not always increase one’s number of

contacts or the quality of interpersonal communication: “Young adults with high SMU (social media use —

"hitps://www.slatista.com/topics/ | 164/social-networks/ and hitps:/www.statista.com/slatistics/272014/ global-social-networks-
ranked-by-number-of-users/
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author’s note) seem to feel more socially isolated than their counterparts with lower SMU” (Primack et al.
2017).

Social networks are also a means for propagating negative and often dangerous topics such as self-harm
— viz. Moreno (2016) who describes the use of ambiguous hashtags when addressing the issue of self-
harm. Another example is the issue of hate speech on social networks (Chetty, Alathur 2018). There are in
fact numerous papers dealing with such topics.

Negative phenomena associated with social media is a topic of interest also for the mainstream media,
one example being an interview with neurologist Martin Jan Strzinsk)’/2 , who states quite bluntly that ““[u]se
of social networks is directly linked to an increase in anxiety, depression and a decrease in personal
satisfaction and health [...]".

Yelt for all the negative aspects associated with social media, including some not described here, it must
be acknowledged that in this day and age these are the standard channels of communication (viz. alore-
mentioned data). Given that the language of social media contains its own quite specific features, yet at the
same time is a form of language used daily, it represents a thematic area which should be included in
foreign language teaching. Therefore, the primary focus of this paper is specific features of the German
language in selected social media, using Speech Act Theory as the basis for linguistic analysis. The author
will suggest why, notwithstanding all the negative features of the language used in social media, it is still
of benefit to include this aspect of language in German lessons and work with social networks in an
appropriate way in foreign language teaching generally.

Methods and analyzed corpus
In order to provide the most accurate data possible when proposing the benefits of using social media in

German language teaching, as well as to describe as many different levels of language as possible, the
author offers not only the results of her own research (primary research based on corpus analysis) but also
a summary of previously published papers (secondary research). The aim is to characterize specific
features of social media language as a whole, then with particular reference to Facebook, Twitter and
Instagram.

Since social networks, both collectively and individually, cannot be perceived as a communicalive
channel containing one single uniform language with identical symbols and features, a variety of examples
are presented [rom selected accounts and different time periods. As a typical example, an analysis (primary
research) is provided of communication via Twitter and the Facebook page of the German firm Kaufland,

using texts which appeared during a 50-day period bridging 2018 and 2019 (specifically from 4"

2 hitps://www.irozhlas.cz/zivotni-styl/spolecnost/neurolog-stransky-mozek-rozhovor-facebook-twitter-socialni-site-dopamin-
lajk_1904210700_och
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December 2018 to 22" January 2019). These posts were analyzed using Speech Act Theory (see below
and Huang 2017, 199-216) and the results compared with texts of advertisements that had appeared in
print. Altogether the corpus consists of 56 texts {rom Facebook and 43 from Twiller, containing a total of
274 speech acts (136 Facebook and 138 Twiltler).

An example of Instagram posts is a discussion linked to four photographs representing the most-liked
post to appear on 10" May 2019 under #tagtracumer. This hashtag was selected as being typical of the
kind of communication school pupils and teenage students might encounter when working with Instagram.
Taglriumer is an Austrian pop group which is popular with this particular age group. In addition to posts
by the group itself, the analysis also incorporated 68 subsequent reactions which appeared below the news
item.

The analysis looks at the visual aspect of language as well as other factors (e.g. grammatical level,
syntactic structure). The main focus, however, is on the use of speech acts, which reflect the pragmatic
level of language. Speech Act Theory is one of the basic roots of pragmatic linguistics and, despite having
undergone various modifications in its fifty-year tradition, the basic paramelers have remained unchanged.
As its starting point, this research takes the traditional definition of speech acts: “The speech act or acts
performed in the utterance of a sentence are in general a function of the meaning of the sentence” (Searle
1969, 18). The identified speech acts are also described following Searle’s classification, which
distinguishes between the following basic illocutionary speech acts: assertives/representatives
(statements), directives (e.g. questions or requests), commissives (e.g. promises, offers), expressives (e.g.
thanking, congratulating), declarations (e.g. christening, firing) (Huang 2017, 201).

For a simplified general description of the speech acts under analysis, Speech Act Theory is extended
by macro-speech acts: “*Such a speech act performed by a sequence of speech acts will be called a global
speech-act or macro-speech act” (van Dijk 1992, 238). This follows Voltrovd (2019), who examines the
issue of macro-speech acts used for communication on social networks by the German company Kaufland.

Selected specific features of German on social networks

The following description of specific features of German on social networks should not be regarded as
all-embracing: as mentioned previously, communication on social networks is highly heterogeneous; hence
the results presented in this paper should also be viewed as partial.

The secondary research

For a description of the language used on Twitter, the conclusions of Moraldo (2012) are relevant in
offering a detailed, multi-layered description from various perspectives of German as used on this
communicative platform. Although recent years have certainly witnessed developments in this area (e.g.

the increasing use of emojis), thanks to the specific nature of the brevity ol its posts, the basic features of
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linguistic expression on Twitter (especially in the area of syntax) have not changed significantly. Moreno
notes simplified syntactic structures (particularly the omission of articles, subject, auxiliary verbs), lexical
reduction and use of “Jugendsprache”, or “teenage language”. An example of lexical reduction is the use
of English acronyms (lol, omg ...), which, however, can also be found on other online platforms or even in
the spoken language of young people. Elements of “Jugendsprache” are likewise typical of other online
platforms — see the use of Umgangssprache, namely colloquial language, and dialect or frequent use of
participles, also described by Moraldo. The above-mentioned features likewise appear regularly in the
current author’s corpus of Instagram texts.

The primary research

The results of research into Kaufland's online advertising (Voltrovd 2018 and 2019) shows the
fundamental role played in this type of communication by visual elements and these are clearly identifiable
also in online texts and texts on social networks whose purpose is other than advertising (see below). In
this context it is interesting to note the considerably more common use of emojis on Facebook (on average
1.9 emojis per single post) to that on Twitter (0.2/1). By comparison the difference in frequency of pictures
accompanying posts is negligible: 1.2/1 on Facebook and 1.1/1 on Twitter. On the basis of this data, the
strong role of visual elements in the type of communication under analysis may be taken as given. This
also applies in cases where these elements often have a quite distinctive character of their own and are not
referred to directly in the text (this is true of 48% of the texts on Facebook and 91% of those on Twitter).

Comparing the structure of macro-speech acts in the Kaufland Facebook and Twitler corpus with that
used in printed advertisements (Simon, Dejica-Cartis 2015 a, b), it is evident that — even if in both cases
the field is advertising — the macro-speech acts identified in the printed advertisements were insufficient to
cover all cases of the social network groups. For reasons of interactive communication on social networks,
two new groups were identified, containing appellations and expression of emotions.

The analysis of Instagram language is based on posts attached to four photographs offered by Instagram
on 10.5.2019 as the most-liked item under #tagtraeumer, linked to the Austrian pop group Tagtriumer. The
analysis incorporates a total of 68 responses {rom fans of the group which appeared under the photographs.
The content consisted mostly of enthusiastic reactions to either forthcoming concerts or ones that had
already taken place.

[nstagram by its very nature is focused on visual material since its primary purpose is the sharing of
photos. With this in mind, one might expect the posts attached to shared photos to be about those very
photos. However, this particular sample contained not a single reference directly linking the photograph
with the text (e.g. a more detailed description) and only on three occasions was the photograph mentioned

in a more general sense.



The high occurrence of emojis (on average 1.6 per single contribution), and especially in some cases
groups of them (up to six or seven in one contribution), combined with the purely peripheral use of
emoticons or hashtags (a mere three emoticons and five hashtags in the entire sample) represents a certain
unifying feature of the data, one that may be regarded as having a very similar form. This is also true of the
subject matter of the texts and corresponding speech acts. The most frequent occurrences in the corpus are
of assertives (47) and expressives (18). At the level of macro-speech acts, the most common features are
information (25) and expressing emotions (20). This representation of individual groups within the sample
is also quite specific in comparison with the language discussed in textbooks of German.

For the purposes of our argument, namely the use of social media in German language teaching, it is
also important to note that, in addition to the pragmatic level discussed above, the Instagram sample
included only 45 utterances containing a main verb. Thus, this sample also shows significantly reduced
syntactical constructions of the type described above (Moraldo 2012), which might represent a
fundamental barrier to comprehension for pupils and students of German. Of the analyzed texts, 36%
contain what would be considered a mistake according to codified norms (either at orthographical or, for
example, morphological level). A typical example in this respect would be the post Wer gerne dabei
gewesen, where the correct form would be Ich wiire gern dabei gewesen. Since the word wer means who
and, moreover, here again the subject is omitted, this could lead to an incorrect decoding of the message by
students. The analyzed corpus also contains examples of repetition of letters, which Moraldo refers to
simply as “Mehrfach-Iterierung”, or “multiple repetition” — e.g. wirr (instead of “wir”) or 50000000000
cool. Some high frequency constructions display features which students are taught are quite unacceptable
in German — for example a missing subject, as in War gestern in J. mit dabei (cf. English Was there in J.
yesterday).

In conclusion, it may be stated that both the author’s corpus and other studies cited here describe quite
specific features of the German language on social networks and these are present at all linguistic levels
(especially syntax, lexicology and pragmatics).

Why use social networks in teaching German as a foreign language?
Modern media generally, including the Internet or social networks, may serve in teaching (not only

languages) as an excellent means of motivation. This, however, is not the only argument in favour of their
inclusion in the educational process. As regards the teaching of foreign languages, it is in general highly
appropriate to use authentic texts because it is precisely these that school students will encounter when
working with a foreign language. Just as it is important for a variety of reasons to work with literary texts
(for how and why, see e.g. Mehnert et al. 2016), it is also recommended students be familiarised with other

forms of authentic communication (television, news, advertisements, social media).
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Further positive effects of working with these new forms of communication in teaching have already
been described in several studies. These include, for example, the surprisingly positive effect regular work
with tweets has on pronunciation (Mompean, Fouz-Gonzilez 2016); Ekahitanond (2018) describes the
positive eflfects of using Facebook as a learning tool; Naghdipour (2017, 130) states: “[U]nder some
conditions, Facebook could function as a learning environment to revamp students’ interest and facilitate
their engagement in collaborative language learning activities.”

In addition to the arguments presented in published studies, there is one further point already hinted at
above relating to field-specific features of the language used. Differences in syntax (viz. the example of
condensed constructions above), morphology, lexicology or pragmatics can cause problems to learners of
German, particularly in their perception of a text on a social platform. As mentioned previously, however,
such language, for all its specific features, is a completely natural means of communication amongst young
people: “Internet takes up a large part of the time in adolescents’ lives, especially as a means of
communications, being WhatsApp and social networks the most commonly used apps” (Reolid-Martinez
2016, 6). Therefore, if we want pupils and students of both German and foreign languages generally to be
motivated and work with material which, for them, is natural, it is necessary not only to explain the
specific features of social media language but also work with them directly in that same environment.
Furthermore, social networks offer easy contact with native speakers from a similar age group, which may
form a basis for personal contact in the future. Working with real-life social networks is certainly more
effective and beneficial than using adopted texts of a similar type to the sample texts in the Deutch.com |
textbook.

Conclusion
This paper describes some selected specific features of the German language used on social networks.

The primary focus is a characterization of language at the pragmatic level and a description of the language
used on selected Facebook pages, Twitter and Instagram. As the studies cited show, it is certainly possible
to speak here of quite specific differences between the “traditional” written form of a language and this
modern linguistic hybrid. At the same time, this paper also shows it is not possible in the context of social
media to speak of “one single uniform language”. The means of communication and linguistic strategies
employed differ significantly according to network, sile or user. Focusing on a description of speech acts
and their categorization — using, for example, van Dijk’s macro-speech acts (van Dijk 1992), it is quite
evident that the social network pages analysed here contain specific features not only in terms of syntax
and lexis but also in the area of pragmatics. This applies particularly in the case of speech acts connected
with interaction (viz. the Kaufland Facebook page) and the high number of expressions in the Instagram

texts. Overall it is certainly important to emphasize the role of visual elements in communication, for
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example in the texts on Instagram or Facebook; in the case of Twitter the amount is less (see results
above).

In recent years, social networks have become one of the basic pillars of communication around the
world (in April 2019 Facebook was the most widely used with 2.3 billion users, YouTube had 1.9 billion;
other data and their source appears above). Given the need in language teaching to prepare school pupils
and students for authentic communicative situations, working with social networks should form a
completely natural part of teaching both German and other foreign languages. Appropriate work with
social media, including a discussion of the risks and negative aspects of this means of communication) is
an excellent means of motivating students because it represents an authentic form of contemporary
language used in everyday communication. If pupils and students have not been introduced in a natural
manner to the specifics of this way of communicating in the foreign language they are learning, their lack
of competence in this area may result in their exclusion from common and authentic communication of the
21st century.
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