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Abstract

This dissertation examines the influence of social media on young English Language Learners (ELLs), focusing on how digital platforms such as
TikTok, Instagram, YouTube, and WhatsApp reshape linguistic acquisition, communicative practices, cognitive processing, and identity
formation. In the contemporary digital era, English is increasingly learned outside formal educational institutions through continuous exposure
to algorithmically curated, multimodal, and socially interactive environments.

The study argues that social media functions as an expansive informal language-learning ecosystem that enhances vocabulary acquisition,
pragmatic fluency, and exposure to authentic communicative contexts. However, it simultaneously reshapes grammatical norms, compresses
attention spans, and blurs distinctions between informal and academic English registers. Drawing upon sociocultural theory, digital literacy
frameworks, and second language acquisition research, the paper demonstrates that language learning in digital environments is participatory,
identity-driven, and distributed across networks rather than confined to structured pedagogy.

The dissertation concludes that social media is neither inherently beneficial nor harmful; its influence depends on pedagogical integration,
learner awareness, and the development of critical digital literacy competencies.

Keywords: Social media, English Language Learners, digital literacy, second language acquisition, multimodal communication, meta learning,
identity formation, algorithmic influence, applied linguistics, informal learning.

Introduction

The rapid integration of social media into everyday life has
fundamentally transformed the landscape of English language
learning, particularly for young English Language Learners
who now acquire language not only in formal educational
settings but also through continuous participation in digital
environments. Platforms such as TikTok, Instagram,
YouTube, WhatsApp, etc. function as immersive linguistic
ecosystems in which English is constantly produced,
circulated, and reinterpreted in multimodal forms. This shift
marks a significant departure from traditional models of
second language acquisition that emphasize structured input,
teacher-led instruction, and controlled linguistic progression.
Instead, contemporary learners are embedded in dynamic
communicative networks where exposure to English is
incidental, frequent, and socially mediated.

Social media fundamentally reshapes English language
acquisition among young learners by increasing exposure to
authentic linguistic input and enhancing communicative
fluency while simultaneously altering grammatical accuracy,
cognitive attention patterns, and identity formation, thereby
necessitating structured pedagogical mediation and critical
digital literacy development.

As Godwin-Jones observes, digital platforms have become
“persistent informal learning environments where language
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exposure is continuous, contextual, and user-driven”
(Godwin-Jones). This observation highlights a crucial
transformation in the nature of language learning itself:
English is no longer a subject confined to textbooks but a
living communicative system embedded in entertainment,
identity performance, and social interaction. Learners
encounter English in videos, captions, memes, voiceovers,
and comment sections, where meaning is constructed through
interaction rather than instruction.

The theoretical and formidable standpoint shift aligns strongly
with  sociocultural theories of language acquisition.
Vygotskian  frameworks  emphasize  that  cognitive
development occurs through socially mediated activity, where
learners internalize knowledge through interaction with
others. Lantolf and Thorne argue that language learning must
be understood as participation in “socially mediated activity
systems rather than isolated cognitive processes” (Lantolf and
Thorne). Social media extends this principle by creating
global interactional spaces where English functions as a
lingua franca, enabling learners to participate in
communicative  practices beyond  geographical and
institutional boundaries.

One of the most significant contributions of social media to
language learning is the expansion of authentic linguistic
exposure. Unlike traditional classroom materials, which often
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present idealized or simplified language structures, social
media exposes learners to natural discourse, including slang,
idiomatic expressions, conversational shortcuts, and culturally
embedded language practices. Benson emphasizes that digital
environments support learner autonomy by enabling
individuals to select input based on interest and engagement,
thereby increasing motivation and exposure to meaningful
linguistic contexts (Benson).

However, this authenticity is accompanied by linguistic
variability. Crystal describes digital communication as the
emergence of “a new linguistic variety shaped by speed,
economy, and multimodal expression” (Crystal). This digital
variety of English includes abbreviations, emojis, fragmented
syntax, and hybrid visual-textual communication. While such
forms enhance communicative efficiency in informal settings,
they also present challenges for learners who must transition
between informal digital English and formal academic
writing.

Identity formation plays a central role in this process.
Norton’s theory of investment argues that language learning is
deeply connected to identity construction and social
participation (Norton). Social media amplifies this dynamic
by allowing learners to perform identities in English-speaking
digital spaces. On platforms such as Instagram and TikTok,
English is used not only for communication but also for self-
representation, enabling learners to signal global belonging,
aspiration, and cultural affiliation. This identity-driven
engagement increases motivation but also produces hybrid
linguistic identities that shift across contexts.

Cognitive and attentional dimensions further complicate the
impact of social media on language learning. Carr argues that
digital environments promote fragmented attention and
surface-level reading habits due to rapid content consumption
patterns (Carr). For English Language Learners, this may
result in strong recognition-based vocabulary knowledge but
weaker deep syntactic processing. Learners may become
proficient in understanding short conversational units while
struggling with extended academic discourse that requires
sustained cognitive engagement.

Multimodality is another defining feature of digital language
learning environments. Kress emphasizes that meaning in
digital communication is constructed through multiple
semiotic resources, including language, image, sound, and
gesture (Kress). In platforms such as TikTok and YouTube,
learners rely on visual and auditory cues to interpret meaning,
which enhances comprehension but may reduce dependence
on explicit linguistic decoding. This multimodal scaffolding
supports early comprehension but may slow the development
of independent reading and writing proficiency if not
balanced with structured literacy practices.

Each social media platform contributes uniquely to language
acquisition processes. TikTok promotes rapid exposure to
conversational English through short-form videos that
emphasize repetition, humor, and narrative compression,
facilitating incidental vocabulary acquisition. Instagram
supports identity-driven language use through captions,
hashtags, and visual storytelling, linking English usage to
self-expression. YouTube provides extended linguistic input
through educational videos, vlogs, and lectures, supporting
listening comprehension and structured learning. WhatsApp
facilitates peer-to-peer communication in multilingual
contexts, where English often serves as a shared
communicative bridge. Crystal describes such communication
as “digitally mediated conversational writing that blends
spoken and written forms™ (Crystal).
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Despite these benefits, algorithmic mediation significantly
shapes linguistic exposure. Social media platforms prioritize
engagement-driven content, which often results in repetitive
exposure to familiar linguistic patterns. Ziegler argues that
algorithmic systems can “restrict syntactic diversity in
language input by privileging high-engagement content over
linguistically complex material” (Ziegler). This creates an
uneven learning environment where learners develop strong
informal fluency but limited exposure to academic English
registers.

The pedagogical implications of these findings are substantial.
Rather than excluding social media from language education,
scholars increasingly advocate for its integration into formal
instruction. Thorne argues that combining informal digital
engagement with structured pedagogy enhances both
linguistic competence and digital literacy development
(Thorne). Teachers can incorporate social media content as
authentic learning material, enabling learners to analyze real-
world language use and bridge the gap between informal and
academic registers.

However, integration alone is insufficient without critical
digital literacy. Lankshear and Knobel emphasize that digital
literacy involves not only technical proficiency but also
critical awareness of how meaning, identity, and power
operate within digital environments (Lankshear and Knobel).
For English Language Learners, this includes understanding
how algorithms shape exposure, how informal English differs
from academic usage, and how digital identity influences
language choice.

Ultimately, social media has transformed English language
learning into a continuous, participatory, and multimodal
process embedded in everyday life. It enhances exposure,
motivation, and communicative fluency while simultaneously
reshaping attention, grammar development, and identity
formation. The influence of social media is therefore complex
and dual in nature, requiring pedagogical strategies that
balance immersive exposure with structured learning and
critical reflection.
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