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Topical issues

Learner Resource 1 Technology’s evil influence

The advent of new technology has often prompted doom-mongers to bemoan the erosion of the quality of the 
English language (and presumably others).

For each of the inventions below, imagine the potential influence it could have had on English speech and 
communication.

Try to write a couple of sentences/utterances in this affected speech.

The Telegraph: Developed by Morse (amongst others) in the first half of the 19th century, the telegraph sent 
electric signals from a transmitter to a receiver. This involved the use of Morse code and led to the development of 
telegraphese. To speed the sending of messages (and save costs when paying by the letter or word) an abbreviated 
style developed in which many function words were omitted. See the example below from Orville Wright 
(17/12/1903): 

Success four flights thursday morning all against twenty one mile wind started from Level with engine power alone average 
speed through air thirty one miles longest 57 seconds inform Press home Christmas . Orevelle Wright 

The telephone: First patented by Alexander Graham Bell in 1876, this device 
allowed for…well, phone calls. Two people who can’t see each other talking. 

How might it have changed the way people speak? Think about salutations and 
valedictions. Consider the discourse structure of a phone call.

Radio and TV: The radio predates the television by almost 100 years but both were embedded in British culture by 
the mid-20th century. Both allowed for mass, one-way communication of information and entertainment and, latterly, 
the mass communication of American sitcoms and chat-shows. 

This one might be easier if you consider the changing content of TV and radio in the last 20–30 years.

Txt Mssgs: The old kind when you could only write 140 characters and each message would cost you 12p! Have some 
LOLs with this one and your response should be Gr8.

Seriously though, consider the effect of texting on both spoken language and orthography.
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