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2.3 Language filtering

by Henrik Hansson and Sylvia van de Bunt-Kokhuis

Introduction

This chapter discusses the globalization of e-learning and the lingua franca of modern times,
English, and its effects on other languages. Alterations and changes in languages as a conse-
quence of distance technologies are also discussed. Hybrid languages such as Spanglish
(Spanish English) and Swenglish (Swedish English) emerge as a result of the increasing
interaction between Non-English languages and the dominant English language. The need
for speed and efficiency in communication and the adaptation to new technology changes
language dramatically as can be observed in chat and SMS mediated communication. Do e-
learning teachers master these new languages? Do they use and master the wide variety of
communication channels now available online? The complexity of modern human commu-
nication is discussed within a historical perspective – the old modes of communication can
now be used via the internet but this transfer leads to changes in their characteristics. We are
currently in an intermediate period trying out ways to communicate in e-learning contexts
using information and communication technologies (ICT) and “old media” skills in an ad
hoc and often non-reflective way. Information and communication technologies (ICT) are
one of the major driving forces in the process of globalization. New technologies enable
instant communication across borders, but spreading the messages quickly is not enough -
they must also be comprehensible to the receiver. The need for a global language is evident.
English is the dominant cross-cultural language and is increasingly affecting other lan-
guages as well. New hybrid languages are emerging such as Spanglish – Spanish influenced
by English (Stavans, 2003), Denglish – German (Deutsch) influenced by English, Franglais –
French influenced by English (Johnson, 2004) and Swenglish – Swedish influenced by Eng-
lish. In the Swedish case the writing has changed, for example combined words are most
often written in one word in standard Swedish – for example the word mobile phone is
written in Swedish as mobiltelefon, but increasingly people spell it incorrectly as two words,
mobil telefon, under the influence of the English words, mobile phone, as is common in
English. The vowels å/Å, ä/Ä,ö/Ö in Swedish cannot be used in e-mail addresses or URL:s,
therefore personal names change, for example Börje becomes Borje. In fact, the naming of
newborn Swedes is now affected by internationalization – new names are used or “im-
ported” from foreign music, film and athletic stars and the use of the Swedish specific letters
is avoided. Similar tendencies can be observed in the Netherlands and other Western Euro-
pean countries. In the Netherlands increasingly English language software is used. In higher
education more often the English version of the Blackboard online learning environment is
used, to facilitate communication with students worldwide. According to the filter levels
within the FILTER conceptual framework, pre-internet filters influence the search results of
an individual e-learner, see the above filter levels A, B and C (Chapter 1.1). Language is a
major pre-internet filter, as well as an internet filter. The level of language filtering is also
illustrated by the Australian Brunkhorst (2004) who distinguishes four language filters. He
considers language as a limited system of symbols, signals, sounds, or gestures belonging to
a specific culture or group. There are other important factors or filters to consider if we want
to make our communication effective. Language must pass through the filters of emotion,
culture, situational context, and personal beliefs. These filters will influence the listener's
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perception and interpretation of our message resulting in either acceptance or rejection of
our ideas.
1 Emotion: listeners may be joyful, anxious, upset, expectant, excited, or in any emotional

state. Their emotional state will influence their reaction to our message. An upset indivi-
dual will not be ready to receive new ideas.

2 Culture: an individual's personal history, country of origin and upbringing will influence
their worldview. Their language may not contain the same words and concepts as ours
does. These people will interpret our messages differently than someone from our own
background. They may not understand many of our views.

3 Situational Context: Recent experiences of the listener as well as environmental factors
will also influence the way he or she receives our messages. Unlike emotions, situational
context involves elements that are external to the listener. This includes not only our own
presentation of the message, what we said previously and how we said it (which will
undoubtedly influence the listener's perception of what we say next) but also other fac-
tors, such as a room that is too noisy, dark, cold, or uncomfortable which will also dis-
tract the listener's attention.

4 Personal Beliefs: we filter everything we hear based on our personal belief systems. We
relate everything we experience to previous experiences. We have core beliefs about our
lives; these personal maps of the world guide the way we listen, perceive, and interpret
what we hear. Our messages will be influenced significantly by our listener's personal
beliefs. We need to select our words carefully, and craft our presentations so that they
will touch our listeners on a deeper emotional level. It is at this deeper emotional level
where the most effective communication is achieved.

Language and culture

Do we take these changes in languages for granted? Who cares? The Internet will accelerate
the ongoing changes in languages and affect the cultural attitudes, norms and values of
internet users. Here, we will take a closer look at some European languages to learn about
the dynamics of language and culture. In Sweden big multinational companies have chan-
ged their Swedish names by taking away the dots in the letters å/Å, ä/Ä, ö/Ö. Originally
these letters gave meaning to the word if you could speak Swedish, but after alteration it
became a ”meaningless” word. The change made it an internationally useful name – a
brand which could be marketed globally. An example of this process is the construction
company, Skånska cementgjuteriet, which was founded in 1887. The company was originally
named after a region called Skåne, located in the southern region in Sweden. However in
1984, the company changed its’ name to SKANSKA, a word which has no meaning in Swed-
ish (http://www.skanska.se). Some observations on the emergence of Spanglish can prob-
ably be generalized for other languages as well. A quote from Johnson (2004) about the role
of information technology in the process: “Cyberspanglish is just as pervasive as its more terres-
trial relative. You turn on your computer (butear) to explore (surfear) the Web. Made a mistake?
You'll want to deletear not borrar it. Want to move a file? You'll have to dragear it across rather
than arrastrar it”. According to Erichsen (2004) Spanish speakers adopt the English vocabu-
lary in the following ways:
1 Outright adoption, like the words CD-rom, flash, e-mail, links, OK, Top 40, Sexy etc.;
2 Adoption with changes to make them more” Spanish” - typically verbs are added with the

–ear suffix as in tipear (to type), clickear (to click), e-mailear (to e-mail);

70



3 Use of cognates and literal translations as in reportear (to report) instead of informar,
educación instead of pedagogía (for education) and computadora instead of ordenador
(for computer).

Spanish speakers have noticed that the accents “disappear” in e-mails, few bother to type
them since it takes extra time and of course this changes the language. The above findings
are in line with the more general views of Kieren McCarthy (2001) when he evaluates the
contribution of the internet to modern language and culture: “More language from Internet
culture is to enter the Oxford English Dictionary - but only on its online version because a new
printed version is not due for another 10 years. A whole raft of new words are going in from modern
culture, but the IT and Net-based ones include: .com, FAQ, HTTP, HTML, homepage, informa-
tion superhighway, MP3, search engine, spam, smiley face, snail mail, WAP and Y2K. Now hang
on here a minute. We did the same story in August last year - new OED words. You're not telling us
that HTML wasn't in there before. Well, looking back, no it wasn't. Last time the words included e-
commerce, cybersquatting, dot-com, e-tailer, WAP phones, webcam and - get this - XML. So there
we have it, XML gets in before HTML. E-tailer is there before homepage. Cybersquatting was going
on before the information superhighway or search engines even existed (actually we like to think info
superhighway was left out on taste considerations). WAP phones have now been reduced to plain
old WAP. Not that we expect the word to survive much longer in anything but a Sinclair C5
context.” Similar to the findings of Kieren McCarthy, Walsham (2001) argues that online
learning and working across cultures, often means that language is culture and vica versa.
He illustrates his statement with reference to the cultural and ICT context in developing
countries and Eastern Europe. Cultural values and language are the social glue holding
people and society together. Attitudes to information, knowledge, decision-making and spa-
tial awareness are heavily influenced by cultural values. Local adoption of ICT in the public
sector and in industry is easier if there is a cultural and language fit. In Walsham’s opinion,
culture should not be viewed as a ‘barrier’ to IT adoption. Such a view often assigns a low
value to indigenous culture. Vigilance is needed to avoid equating difference with inferiority.
The case is given of a Mexican IT company in information services, The Group. The Group
encountered several cultural roadblocks, in particular the general lack of interest in ‘objec-
tive’ information among Mexican readers. The Group stimulated the interest of the potential
Mexican readers through aggressive marketing. The Group reporters were encouraged to
avoid adjectives in their language, “be direct, and well quoted”. The Group reported “Of
course we have our critics who think we violate the Mexican tradition of flowery language,
politeness and genteel etiquette.” To be successful in Mexico, it became clear that it is impor-
tant to appeal to Mexican aspirations e.g. by showing Mexican architectural traditions and an
interior representing a combination of pre-Columbian construction and a colonial house.

Speed and complexity

Two factors influencing language changes are the need for faster and faster communication,
and for conveying more and more in each message. To achieve this we use an increasing
array of personal communications tools, compress the language itself and substitute text
with images. Acronyms are typical of our time and via these complex long names and expla-
nations can be avoided, but without context they become meaningless. The internet site
Acronym finder lists more than 344 000 acronyms. If we type ASAP, there are 73 definitions
depending on context among others: “As Soon As Possible”, “A Stupid Acting Person”, “After
School Activities Program” and “Always Stop and Pray”. Sometimes the abbreviations hide
the meaning and nobody knows the origin of the term. Even the IT-business is full of these
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magical words, TCP/IP (Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol), LAN (Local Area
Network), and WYSIWYG (What You See Is What You Get), to name but a few. Technology
itself encourages abrupt and abbreviated language use, because in some communication
modes it is necessary to get the message across in reasonable time. Especially in chat
forums and SMS-messages a highly coded language is used, incomprehensible to outsiders.
Some examples include (Chat abbreviations, 2004: IGP (I Gotta Pee), LHO (Laughing Head
Off), ^5 (High Five), (staring) (Chat abbreviations, 2004). SMS-services include language
translations coded in the following way: E2F - English-to-French, E2G English-to-German,
E2I - English-to-Italian, E2S - English-to-Spanish, E2P - English-to-Portuguese etc. Some
French SMS–language examples are: “Qltur” for “culture”, “10ver6T” for “diversité” and
“6QriT” for “securité.” (DW-world, 2004). Whole sentences can even be uttered with just
one abbreviated word and numbers are used because of their shorter form for spoken
sounds. E-mail is a language of its own. It is a mixture of written and spoken language,
mostly written in an informal way. A study reported by BBC (2003) indicated that traditional
greetings such as “hello” and “goodbye” are disappearing in e-mails. Instead slang and uni-
versal loanwords are used, so called “globespeak”. Not only characteristics of a specific lan-
guage may diminish in global speak, also the decline of etiquette in online conversation and
correspondence is a source of complaints by many users; in various cultures and languages
the medium is still the message. For example in Japan, communication is embedded in
rituals and symbols. It is not surprising that emocions are used frequently in e-mails in
Japan and other Far Eastern countries. Language and culture are closely connected. Young
people quickly adopt “universal” chat and SMS-codes and communicate globally. But how
acquainted are the teachers with these codes? And if they are not, how efficient are chat and
other communication modes in e-learning? And what if English is the most predominant
language in e-learning? For students there are clear disadvantages of learning in a language
other than English if you collaborate with native English speakers. Part of the meaning and
emotions might be filtered-out due to the language gap. Bates (1999) compares the disad-
vantages of non-English speakers with a fictional future scenario. What if China were to
become the predominant economic power of the 21st century? Mandarin would become the
predominant language of the internet. Native English speakers would have to learn Manda-
rin if they wanted to participate in international programs. The number of online journals is
overwhelming. Here also we see that publications are predominantly in English. One of
these websites, www.isinet.com, includes about nine-thousand journals. Isinet has formu-
lated a statement explaining why the selection of journals is preferable to be in English,
“English language article titles, abstracts, and keywords are essential. English language cited refer-
ences are also recommended. Although important scientific information is published in all lan-
guages, authors must provide English translations of article titles, author keywords, and abstracts if
they hope to reach the widest possible audience. Likewise, as a purely practical matter, it would not
be feasible for ISI to take on the task of translating this material”, see http://www.isinet.com. It is
likely that by using these selection criteria for online journals, large groups of potential con-
tributors world wide are filtered out. Is multilinguality a possible scenario on the web? One
could also look at this issue from the point of view of information search. According to
Peereboom (1999) multilinguality in the online environment is a complex issue, in particu-
lar in searching and finding information on the web. A multilingual gateway with dimin-
ished filtering of information, would require the WWW software lying behind the gateway
to cope with multilingual data handling, search, retrieval and display. Cross-language infor-
mation retrieval (CLIR) is the possibility to formulate queries in one language and retrieve
documents in other languages than the language used for the query. A crucial interface in
the search process is the key word function. Crucial in avoiding filtering in the search of
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information, is the decision in what language the keywords should be available. In principle,
the keywords may be added to the resource description in any language. A consistent policy
may enhance retrieval possibilities. In principle keywords can be added:
1 in the (primary) language of the service (user interface);
2 in the language of the document;
3 in English as internet lingua franca;
4 in a number of languages for each document .

Keywords may be uncontrolled (for instance derived from the document itself) or chosen
from a controlled vocabulary. When available in more than one language this will provide
opportunities for searching documents in various languages with a query in one language.
For the time being gateways for searching information on the web will not be able to provide
more than very basic facilities if they are to keep costs within acceptable limits. Any extra
facilities will have their costs, though, in terms of extra initial effort, maintenance, required
skills of staff and so on. Institutions providing subject gateways - as well as other services on
the internet - will have to decide in each case whether the benefits for their users outweigh
the necessary efforts to provide them. Multilinguality remains one of the challenges which
have to be addressed to be able to serve a multitude of language communities without creat-
ing a virtual tower of Babel.

Language and images

As mentioned above, another way to speed up communication and to make it potentially
more appealing universally is the use of images. Images are everywhere today. Try counting
all of the images one comes across in just one single day in daily life – on products, via TV, in
papers, signs, advertisements etc – It may well be thousands of images. A hundred years ago
society was picture poor. In schools only a handful of illustrations were available, depicting
the world outside of school. Our society is increasingly using visual communication – one
can compare a newspaper from the 19th century with one of today. In the old paper virtually
no images were used and today pictures are large and important, increasingly expanding at
the expense of the text. International places like hotels, airports etc. mainly use icons to
indicate toilets, luggage, keys and other services and this use of symbols is also spreading to
other sectors. The browsers and interfaces on computers use icons universally and someone
has now coined the term ‘visual Esperanto’ meaning the phenomenon that everybody in the
world can operate a computer and use the internet based on the symbols provided. Visual
language is considered to be one of the hottest areas in the humanistic sciences. In fact, one
can observe that in many ways the written language is reverting to its origins – the first
writing ever, which evolved in Mesopotamia some 5000 years ago, was pictorial.

Communication channels on the Internet and its effect on e-learning

The internet offers a wide variety of communication opportunities, but can students and
teachers master of all the media skills needed? And can teachers tailor the distance courses
with suitable communication modes? Well, it is a complex task and the professional skills
needed have developed as separate professions for hundreds of years; actors, radio-speakers,
directors, producers, drama play writers, authors, journalists, scientists, typographers, ar-
tists, photographers, moviemakers etc. Can a single teacher and each student be expected to
master and select the most appropriate media language needed in the e-learning course?
And if a teacher has this universal talent and can geniously play all the media strings offered
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by the internet and computer programs – is he/she not risking burn out, overwhelmed by
demanding work 24 hours seven days a week? One thing is for sure. The exploration of
communication opportunities within the didactics and pedagogies of education has only
just begun. We are only in the initial phase of adopting tailor made media languages for a
specific group of learners. More often, the teacher follows his/her intuition regarding what
is the most appropriate way of communicating with his/her e-learning audience. This stage
of ‘learning by doing’ was described by Castells (2003). Castells shows that the internet is a
communication medium with its own logic and its own language. It is not limited to one
culture. The kind of communication on the internet is one that is related to free expression
in all its forms. The emergence of a new communication pattern or, if you like, a new cul-
ture, can be observed. According to Castells, processes such as integration (combining artis-
tic forms and technology into a hybrid form of expression), interactivity (the ability of the
user to manipulate her experience of media directly) and immersion (the experience of en-
tering into the simulation of a three-dimensional environment) are at stake here. Because of
these processes people live in a world and culture of ’ real virtuality’. It is virtual because it is
constructed through electronic processes of communication. It is real, and not virtual, be-
cause it is our fundamental reality, the material basis on which we live our lives and link up
with other people. Thus, the hypertexts are inside us, concludes Castells. The complexity of
communication channels is also shown in Table 2 below. Here ICT is distinguished in rela-
tion to time and place. Table 3 presents different media in a historical perspective and lists
some characteristics of importance when used in an e-learning context. Some of the original
characteristics of a media have radically changed once it has become available via the inter-
net. For example, letters were, in the pre-internet era, used exclusively for private communi-
cation, but letters via e-mail can quickly end up in many different places without the author’s
knowledge or they can deliberately be sent to many persons instead of one person. It is
significant to note that each communication channel has a long history and that over time
each has developed a separate “language”- to be a good writer is not the same as being a good
speaker. Each channel is a niche of human communication on its own – nobody masters all
channels fully. The fact that all channels for human communication can now be used
cheaply and individually via the internet and that private – public communication is blurred
adds to our confusion.

Table 1. Information and communication technology related to time and place
Same Place Different Place

Same Time Technology Supported Teaching
- Demonstrations
- Visual presentations

Synchronous Communication
- Videoconference
- Chat
- IP telephones
- Whiteboard
- Audiochat

Different Time Technology Supported Learning - Self studies
- Multimedia

Asynchronous Communication
- E-mail
- E-board
- Audioforum

74



Table 2. Media channels and some characteristics of importance for e-learning communication.
Channel Distribution Mode Permanent/

stored
Synchronous/
Asynchronous

Letter Private: One to one Text Yes Asynchronous
Book Public: One to many Text Yes Asynchronous
Image Public: One to many Image Yes Asynchronous
Paper Public: One to many Text and Image Yes Asynchronous
Phone Private: One to one Speech No Synchronous
Radio Public: One to many Speech and other sounds No Synchronous and Asynchronous
Movie Public: One to many Audiovisual moving images No Asynchronous
TV Public: One to many Audiovisual moving images No Synchronous and Asynchronous
Video Public: One to many Audiovisual moving images Yes Asynchronous
Internet Private and Public All forms Yes and No Asynchronous and Synchronous

Conclusions

The English language is influencing all other languages heavily due to internet and media.
This has implications for e-learning in non-English speaking cultures: a) more English
terms and grammar is adopted in the mother tongue, b) It is necessary to master English in
order to be able to utilize the global internet resources and to participate in the “global class-
room” as teacher or student. Languages are dying, and of the 6000 languages today only half
are expected to survive another century, but new hybrid languages are emerging - most nota-
bly Spanglish (Spanish – English) in Latin America and North America. Language is strongly
connected to culture and identity, therefore the rapid one-dimensional language change is of
great concern in many countries. The English language itself is at the same time changing
due to increasing contact with other languages – so called globe speak is evolving. E-learning
communication changes the language: faster interactions and units more densely packed
with information. Abbreviations and acronyms are necessary for chat and SMS communica-
tion to be effective. Do teachers understand and use these codes? E-mail is a blend of spoken
and written language, but in fact all text based communication modes are slower than
speech. It is expected that speech and images will play a much more significant role in the
future of e-learning communication. The media mix in e-learning is an intricate issue,
where tools, programs and bandwidth enable virtually all types of media in an e-learning
course. The teachers are under heavy pressure to master these techniques and “act” in these
channels. The required teacher skills to facilitate effective e-learning would include, among
other things, the selection of appropriate media and the mastering of these media both tech-
nically and in terms of content and communication. Schools and society at large should be
more aware of the filtering effects of the Internet related to the change within languages for
communication and as a medium of instruction. Societal groups could benefit more from
the advantages of computer languages. Further exploration is recommended on the evolu-
tion of human language groups. Rosenberg (2004) argues that in the area of historical lin-
guistics, attempts have been made to investigate the relationship between modern European
and Indian languages by proposing an ancient language from which most evolved. But the
nature of this evolutionary process is very difficult to explore because of the sparse data.
Thus computer technology can help to find sub groupings of languages. This gives way to
new directions in research on e-learning and language change.
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