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Abstract 

This paper is concerned with the relationship between attitude and behaviour in language. Adolescent male and 

female subjects were recorded and index-scores of their linguistic behaviour compared to their assessment of in-

group members in a verbal-guise attitude experiment, and to their attitudes concerning language usage in a 

questionnaire. It was hypothesized that male subjects' language would be closer to the vernacular, and that they 

would also express more positive attitudes towards in-group members than would female subjects. However, no 

significant correlation between attitude and behaviour was found in the quantitative analysis, but results from the 

attitude-questionnaire support our hypothesis: male subjects have more vernacular features in their language and 

also express more genuinely positive attitudes towards the local vernaculars than do female subjects. Finally, 

methodological and theoretical implications of these results are discussed, emphasizing the importance of using 

eclectic approaches in future research on attitude-behaviour relations in language. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Attitudes are learned predispositions, not inherited, 

and are likely to be relatively stable (Baker, 1988). 

According to Crystal (1992), language attitudes are 

the feelings people have about their own language or 

the languages of others. Attitude to language is an 

idea that explains linguistic behaviour towards a 

language. This behaviour may be negative or positive, 

instrumental or integrative, favourable or 

unfavourable in language learning and acquisition, 

choice and use of language in the various domains.  

As a result, attitude to a language is very important in 

the survival and development of any language, and 

also in the chances of success in any language policy 

involving the language in question. Attitudes are 

important in determining language growth or decay, 

restoration or destruction. They can also be 

instrumental in determining the success or otherwise 

of a language policy. (Ghana as example, the many 

failed language policies---negative attitudes of 

teachers, students and parents towards native 

languages).  Language attitudes are a part of linguistic 

culture and since language policy is often rooted in 

linguistic culture, attitudes cannot be ignored, 

(Schiffman, 1996). 

As a multilingual society, Ghana uses English as 

the official language and so English occupies a 

prominent position in the language landscape of the 

country: Ghana has a long history of contact with 

English, and English is the only link language 

between speakers of different languages in the 

domains of government, higher education, 

entertainment, etc. Thus, advantages like prestige, 

functionality, and high status are associated with the 

use of English. This inequitable relationship between 

English and the local languages in Ghana is reported 

to be creating a situation where most Ghanaians, 

especially the youth, are developing negative attitudes 

towards their own languages (Ngula, 2011). This 

negative attitude is reinforced by parents who 

encourage their wards to speak only English, even at 

home. If this situation is the case, it has dire 

consequences for the maintenance and development 
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of the local languages in Ghana. It is against this 

background that the researcher proposes to conduct 

an exploratory study to ascertain the attitude of 

Senior High School students in the New Juabeng 

Municipality towards English in relation to their 

mother tongues and to examine what accounts for 

students’ language use in the various domains. 

Research on language attitude, is very often 

based on two theoretical approaches: either the 

behaviourist approach or the mentalist approach, 

(Fishman and Agheyisi, 1970: and Fasold, 1984). 

According to the behaviourist view, attitudes are 

dependent variables which must be studied by 

observing users’ responses to certain languages. That 

is, attitudes can be statistically determined by 

observing actual behaviour in social situations. 

The mentalist view, on the other hand, posits 

that attitudes are a mental and neutral state of 

readiness which cannot be observed directly, but 

must be inferred from the subject's introspection. 

This work is non-experimental and is based on the 

mentalist model as the researcher aims to make 

inferences from the respondents’ speech behaviour. 

 

1.1 Language Choice 

 

Most areas in several parts of the world are inhabited 

by diverse linguistic families and groups. This 

diversity of language within a given area or locality 

also means that a people's social and economic 

structures are also varied. Dorian (1981), states that 

the diversity of languages leads to the unavoidable 

concept of bilingualism among the local speakers. It 

is then expected that instances of partial and 

complete language shift shall occur and even 

diglossia may set in at some point in time. There is a 

well-documented tendency for some speech 

communities to change over time from ones first 

language to another (Gal, 1979). Fasold (1984) states 

that language use has been extensively studied in 

three disciplines namely sociology, social psychology 

and anthropology. From the perspective of a 

sociologist who is interested in searching for 

language use through the study of social structure, 

Fishman (1968) posits domain analysis.   Under 

domain analysis, 'domains' are regarded as 

institutional contexts in which one language is more 

likely to be appropriate than another and are to be 

seen as constellations of other factors such as topic, 

location and participants.  

Baker and Jones (1998) state that the concept of 

domain may include such notions as formality and 

informality. They also add that minority languages are 

linked with informal situations while majority 

languages are connected with formal situations like 

education or work. Although different studies 

employ different domains, common domains include 

home and family, neighborhood, schooling, mass 

media, business and commerce, and so on. Data 

concerning domains of language use are generally 

obtained through questionnaires and interviews and 

studied by means of statistical analysis (Fasold, 1984). 

In this vein, language use is critical to the 

understanding of the linguistic situation in a 

multilingual set up such as the New Juaben 

municipality where the majority of the population is 

multilingual. When people have command over two 

or more languages, they make choices as to when and 

where to use a certain language. The choices speakers 

make as to when to use what language rests on their 

attitude concerning the language of choice. As group 

patterns begin to emerge, implications about the 

roles of languages in a multilingual community can 

be translated into explanations about how that 

community operates in general. 

A look at second cycle students in the New 

Juaben municipality clearly shows that they have 

deservedly managed to accord each domain its 

appropriate language choice. Twi has been accorded 

its position as the home language therefore its 

communicative role is clearly spelt out and its vitality 

is assured. 

 

1.2 Language and Identity 

 

Most works on language and identity are inspired in 

post-structuralism and adopts a social constructivist 

perspective according to which identity is about the 

multiple ways in which people position themselves 

and are positioned, that is, the different subjectivities 

and subject positions they inhabit or have ascribed to 

them, within particular social, historical and cultural 

contexts (Block, 2007a, 2007b, 2009; Duff, 2012; 

Norton, 2010; Norton & Toohey, 2011). Duff (2012) 

explains post-structuralism as an approach to 

research that questions fixed categories or structures, 

oppositional binaries, closed systems, and stable 

truths and embraces seeming contradictions. Post-

structural researchers examine how such categories 

are discursively and socially constructed, taken up, 

resisted (the sight of struggle), and so on. As Claire 

Kramsch notes, “the term subject position refers to 

the way in which the subject presents and represents 

itself discursively, psychologically, socially, and 
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culturally through the use of symbolic systems” 

(Kramsch, 2009, p. 10). 

While the background of most language and 

identity research can be found in poststructuralist 

thinking which is often linked to work in psychology 

(e.g., Weedon, 1997, 2004), researchers have tended 

to take a decidedly social view of identity, focusing in 

particular on how identity emerges in interactions as 

part of the day-to-day engagement in social activity, 

or “finding” identity in the narratives produced by 

individuals who have been asked to talk about this 

lives. However, as Layder notes in a critique of how 

identity had been framed in the Social sciences at the 

end of the 20th century, “it would be a mistake to 

think that the self is simply a social construct and 

that it has only an outer texture that is moulded and 

shaped by external social forces” (Layder, 1997, p. 

48). Layder calls this approach to identity the “social 

constructionist fallacy”, which he describes as “the 

tendency for sociologists to avoid examining the 

psychology of individuals for fear of producing 

explanations that are inappropriate or couched at the 

wrong level” (Layder, 1997, p. 51). As a way of 

avoiding the “social constructionist fallacy”, Layder 

proposes an approach to identity that examines what 

he calls the individual’s “psychobiography”, that is, 

the “life career” which is the development of self, via 

activity and interaction, over time and space. This 

“life career” is composed of more institutionalized 

experiences, which are common to all individuals 

who engage in similar activities in similar settings, 

and more personalized experiences, which contribute 

to the construction of what Layder calls a “unique 

cluster of personality characteristics and typical 

behaviours” (Layder, 1997, p. 39). In this way, Layder 

attempts to move to a more psychological notion of 

identity as a complement to the more social one. 

It has often been assumed that ethically different 

speakers are not able to handle the formal criteria for 

giving information or producing contextually relevant 

talk in situation with which they have little direct 

experience, such as job interview, public debates, or 

discussion. Much of the discussion has proceeded as 

if speaking appropriately required the learning of 

different script, and a different set of semantic and 

lexical options. The real problem is that whatever the 

situation, whether a formal interview or an informal 

meeting, the need in all communication for all people 

who are relative strangers to each other is to achieve 

a communicative flexibility, an ability to adapt 

strategies to the audience and to the signs, both 

direct and indirect, so that the participants are able to 

monitor and understand at least some of each other’s 

meaning. Meaning in any face-to-face encounter is 

always negotiable; it is discovering the grounds for 

negotiation that requires the participants’ skills. Many 

of the meaning and understandings, at the level of 

ongoing processes of interpretation of speaker’s 

intent, depend upon culturally specific conventions, 

so that much of the meaning in any encounter is 

indirect and implicit. The ability to expose enough of 

the implicit meaning to make for a satisfactory 

encounter between strangers or culturally different 

speakers requires communicative flexibility. 

Some initial insights into how we can study the 

achievement of communicative flexibility come from 

work on nonverbal communication. Through frame-

by-frame microanalysis of film it can be shown that 

communication depends upon usually unnoticed 

behavior cues and postures which have interactional, 

i.e., social, significance. Birdwhistell (1970) and Hall 

(1992b) have demonstrated that (1) taken-for-granted 

and subconsciously given nonverbal signs play an 

integral part in signaling of attitudes and intent in 

nonverbal communication, and (2) misunderstanding 

can arise in cross-cultural communication when the 

relevant signaling conventions differ. Considerable 

systematic analysis in this area has concentrated on 

isolating the actual physical behaviors that could 

potentially play a communicative role. A distinction 

was made between three basic kinds of signals; (1) 

micro signals, such as eye blinks or the contraction of 

facial muscles, which often go unnoticed, (2) 

proxemic signals such as gaze directions, posture, 

and body orientation, and (3) complexes of signs that 

carry meaning in and Friesen (1969). A second 

research approach has explored the coordination 

(Kendon, 1970). It has been demonstrated that all 

natural conversations are characterized by 

interspeaker coordination of signals. There is further 

evidence that nonverbal signs are rhythmically 

coordinated with verbal signs, both at the micro level 

of syllables and at the macro level of utterances 

(Condon and Ogesten 1969). 

 

2. Methodology 

 

There are three assessment techniques relevant to the 

study of language attitudes: content analysis of 

societal treatment, direct measurement and indirect 

measurement (Sebastian 1982: 7). 

The direct measurement technique observes 

language attitudes by the use of questionnaires (either 

in written form or in individual interviews). 
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Frequently asked questions concern language 

evaluation, language preference, desirability and 

reasons for learning a particular language, evaluation 

of social groups who use a particular variety, self-

reports concerning language use, desirability of 

bilingualism and bilingual education, and opinions 

concerning shifting or maintaining language policies. 

The method tends to focus upon beliefs (ibid, 7) 

The population for the study was made up of all 

students in second cycle institutions in the New 

Juabeng municipality. A sample size of ten (15) 

students from two second cycle institutions were 

accidentally selected for an in-depth interview using a 

ten point structured interview guide. 

Next, a thirteen statement questionnaire was 

administered to 30 students from two Senior High 

Schools in the New Juabeng Municipality. First, in 

each school, a class was selected accidentally and 

then the simple random method was used to select 

the 30 students, 15 from each school, to respond to 

the questions.  

The research instruments used in the study were the 

interview and questionnaire. The interview was used 

to seek information on students’ language use in the 

various domains, and the reasons behind the use. 

The questionnaire was also used to determine 

students’ patterns of language choice and use. 

 

3. Findings and Discussion 

 

Generally, attitudes toward a particular language can 

be arrived at from the respondents’ patterns of 

language choice and use in the various domains and 

their intention of using the language in the different 

domains of use. In this section therefore, the 

researcher discusses students’ use of language in the 

various domains and the reasons for that, and their 

pattern of language choice.  

 

3.1 Language Use in the Various Domains 

 

3.1.1 Language use in the Family 

 

On the use of language in the family, three groups 

were identified.  

The first group comprises students who use their L1 

(first language or mother tongue) throughout at 

home. The reasons this group gives for this situation 

are that  

 they feel most comfortable with it;  

 that is what the parents speak at 

home (important to note the 

parent’s influence in determining 

the language to be spoken at 

home);  

 that the L1 is simply more 

expressive;  

 that parents are illiterate. 

 

The second group comprises those who reported 

using L1 with the parents, but use English with their 

siblings at home. Most of these students are actually 

encouraged to use English even though parents do 

not speak English themselves. The following are 

some of reasons given to explain this situation. 

First, the students in this category explained that 

their parents are illiterate and therefore cannot speak 

English. 

 Next, they explain that their parents encourage them 

to speak English so that they will be to be more 

proficient in English. 

Another reason they gave was that speaking 

English with siblings is a part of them and that they 

are brought up to use English. Sometimes too, the 

siblings cannot speak the L1 well, so in such a 

situation, the use of English is the only choice. 

In fact the data here supports findings of Andoh-

Kumi (1999) that explains why some communities in 

Ghana support early English medium. Some of the 

reasons some parents include 

 The purpose of schooling is to learn 

English 

 English can take children to places 

 When you go to school and at the end you 

do not understand English then it is useless 

It is clear that most of these parents think of 

education in terms of one’s ability to speak English. 

So for them literacy equals proficiency in English. 

This might explain why the parents of this category 

of Students insist that their children speak English at 

home, though they themselves are not proficient in 

English.  

The next group is made up of respondents who 

use English throughout at home, because the parents 

encourage it. As one respondent says, ‘with my Dad, 

it is a must we use English, especially when we are 

watching TV news’. This situation poses a great 

challenge as far as language loyalty is concerned. The 

point is that the attitude of some speakers of 

vernaculars is responsible for weakening of loyalty to 

the mother tongue in younger generations, (De 

Klerk, 1999). Also, as explained by Bamgbose (2003), 

a family that abandons its mother tongue in favour of 
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English as a medium of communication in the home 

cannot at the same time complain that its mother 

tongue has been marginalized in other domains. 

Obviously these are parents who are proficient in 

English and who do not think the mother tongue has 

any educational or social value. In fact, such attitudes 

are partially responsible for the dominance of 

English and the lack of development and growth of 

local languages in most African countries. 

 

3.1.2 Language Use among Friends of the Same 

Sex 

 

In the domain of friendship, most of the students 

interviewed responded that they speak L1 to friends 

who speak their L1, but speak English to those who 

do not speak their L1, even though some of these 

friends share common local languages with the 

respondents. What this means is that if for example, 

student A is Ashanti and student B is Ewe, though 

student B may be proficient in Twi, he prefers to 

speak English with student A. This situation seems to 

suggest that these respondents prefer speaking 

English to speaking a second Ghanaian language to 

friends who do not share their L1.  

It can thus be inferred that there is competition 

between the speakers of local languages in Ghana 

and this is one factor that has promoted the 

dominance of English. This situation is confirmed by 

the fact that when the respondents were asked about 

what language they use in talking to people they are 

meeting for the first time in a social gathering, and 

when introducing friends, almost every one of them 

said they use English. This is in spite of the fact that 

these respondents may share a second Ghanaian 

language with those they are interacting with. 

The above situation is an example of what Baker 

(1992) defines as a “language conflict attitude”: “the 

underlying assumption is of competition, one 

language threatening the other. Positive 

consequences   for one language imply negative 

consequences for the other language. This gives the 

impression of languages existing in a kind of balance. 

As one language prospers, the other declines. 

It must however be mentioned that the fact that 

two students whose mother tongues are mutually 

intelligible speak English does not necessarily mean 

that there is competition between their languages. It 

could be that in a multilingual country like Ghana, 

English is the link language among speakers of 

different language and this may be the underlying 

factor in the choice of language, Bamgbose (2003). 

3.1.3 Language Use among Students of the 

Opposite Sex 

 

In talking to the opposite sex, both in school and 

elsewhere, all the respondents indicated that they use 

English. This is irrespective of the fact that some 

members of the opposite sex the respondents talk to 

share either one or two Ghanaian languages with the 

respondents. Some respondents explained that they 

speak to the opposite sex to show that they 

(respondents) can speak English. Others maintain 

they speak English to show that they are educated. In 

fact, one male indicated that speaking to the opposite 

sex in English amounts to flexing (act of showing 

off) and another said, it shows courtesy.  

First, these responses suggest that English 

occupies a higher status in the Ghanaian society 

compared to the other local languages. Thus, by 

speaking the English language, the students are just 

tapping into the wealth of prestige associated of the 

English language, and this is the kind of attitude that 

erases language loyalty. 

Second, responses like ‘I speak my L1 with my 

parents because they are illiterate’, and ‘I speak 

English with the opposite sex because I want to 

show that I am literate or educated’, suggest that 

being able to speak English means one is educated 

and therefore, if a person does not speak English, he 

is not educated or he is illiterate. 

 

3.2 Discussion of Data from the Questionnaire 

 

Data from the questionnaire were used to 

complement those from the interview and so they 

bordered on the attitude of students towards English 

and their mother tongue.  

First, questions one, three, five, six, ten and twelve 

(please see table below) examine the value students 

put on English language in Ghana. 
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Frequency of responses to attitude statements 1 – 13 (Total Sample of students = 30) 

 Strongly 

agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

1.ability to speak both L1 and English is an advantage  20 

66.7% 

6 

20.0% 

3 

10.0% 

1 

3.3% 

2.many Ghanaians like speaking English because it is the 

most important language in Ghana 

 1 

3.3% 

21 

70.0% 

8 

26.7% 

3.the ability to speak English is an advantage 20 

66.7% 

10 

33.3% 

  

4.if  you always use L1 in school, you are branded ‘local’ 7 

23.3% 

19 

63.3% 

4 

13.3% 

 

5.English offers good job opportunities 20 

66.7% 

10 

33.3% 

  

6.to be admitted to a public post, one should be able to 

speak English 

7 

23.3% 

23 

76.7% 

  

7.most students do not want to learn their L1 at school 9 

30.0% 

21 

70.0% 

  

8.the status of  English is higher than my L1 in Ghana  3 

10.0% 

15 

50.0% 

12 

40.0% 

9.people should be proud to speak their L1 anywhere 21 

70.0% 

6 

20.0% 

3 

10.0% 

 

10.without knowledge in English, I cannot get a job 11 

36.7% 

15 

50.0% 

4 

13.3% 

 

11.it does not matter if  you do not have command over 

the English language in Ghana 

 1 

3.3% 

7 

23.3% 

22 

73.3% 

12.without knowledge of  my L1, I cannot get a job   9 

30.0% 

21 

70.0% 

13.many people are shy to speak their L1 in public 10 

33.3% 

17 

56.7% 

3 

10.0% 

 

 

 

In question one, the researcher wanted the students’ 

opinion on whether proficiency in both the mother 

tongue and English is an advantage in Ghana. 

Though 26 out of the 30 students agreed that it is 

advantageous to be proficient in both languages, four 

of them disagreed. 

However, in question three, where they were 

asked about whether it is advantageous to learn 

English, the four students who disagreed in question 

one now agreed. The implication is that four 

respondents do not value their mother tongue. 

On questions one, six and ten, all thirty 

respondents agreed that to stand a chance of getting 

a job, to get a job and to be admitted to a public 

post, English is necessary. This supports the findings 

of Bamgbose (2003) that because of prospects of 

better jobs and upward social mobility that English 

confers, people deliberately demand and opt for it, 

especially, where it is used as an official language. 

Questions four, seven and thirteen were meant 

to obtain information on students’ attitude towards 

their mother tongue. The results show that students 

place very little value on their mother tongue. For 

question four, twenty-six out of the thirty students 

think they will be branded local if they speak their 

mother tongue. For question seven, all thirty students 

agree that most students do not want to learn their 

mother tongue in school. To question thirteen, 

twenty-seven of the thirty students think many 

students are shy to speak their mother tongue in 

public. The data indicate that majority of the students 

are not prepared to speak or learn their mother 

tongue and this has serious implication for the 

development and maintenance of the local languages 

in Ghana. 

However, an overwhelming majority disagree 

that English is spoken because it is the most 

important language in Ghana or English is higher 

than their mother tongues. Though it is true that 
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some of the students learn English because of the 

advantages and prestige associated with it, 

nationalism does not feature as a justification for 

promoting English, (Bamgbose, 2003). 

 

One fact that can be deduced from the study is that 

there is a wealth of prestige associated with the 

English language that most of the respondents 

through their responses are trying to tap into. As 

explained by Saah (1986), English language has great 

prestige in Ghana and that competence in English is 

a gateway to advancement in society. It is a 

requirement to be considered a literate, to get 

employment, etc. 

 

4. Conclusions 

 

It is clear from the data that most students associate 

English with prestige and therefore have a very 

positive attitude towards English. It can also be 

concluded that generally, the students have a poor 

attitude towards the local languages. Furthermore, 

most of the students and their parents erroneously 

equated literacy to proficiency in the English 

language. Again, the main reason for the positive 

attitude towards English is the huge opportunity that 

English offers.  

Overall, the data reflect a very poor attitude 

towards local languages in Ghana.  English is 

perceived as the only language worth being literate in 

or even the sole language worth investing in - both in 

financial and in cognitive terms - since early 

childhood, to the detriment of local languages.  This 

situation may explain why the present early exit 

language policy in Ghana has failed to a large extent.  

Lastly, the poor attitude towards the local 

languages is due to the fact that the local languages 

do not seem to offer any practical or social worth, in 

the opinion of the respondents. There is therefore 

the need for further studies to determine the local 

languages in Ghana to attract the youth so as to 

ensure that the local languages do not become 

extinct. 
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