Dear Editor,

I send you my comments on the paper you requested me to review for your journal. I also attach the original paper because I have inserted numerous comments and questions (in red capital letters) into it, should he/she be allowed to see them. Below is the gist of my comments designed to explain my overall recommendation that the contributor should REVISE AND RESUBMIT THE PAPER. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Reviewer comments on the paper with the title: 

“LANGUAGE-IN-EDUCATION POLICY, PRACTISED LANGUAGE POLICIES AND ENGLISH ACHIEVEMENT IN GHANA: A SOCIOLINGUISTIC VIEW ON L2 LEARNING ACHIEVEMENT IN MULTILINGUAL CONTEXTS” 

On the positive side, the paper is easy to read, written in simple language, with practically no language “errors”. The author seems to be well-read. 

HOWEVER, THE PAPER IS NOT YET READY FOR PUBLICATION. The main reasons for this are explained in the three sections below.  

1. The paper has strayed, in its 3 initial sections, far from its focus stated in the title.

Going by the title, the paper should focus on three notions: a) “language-in-education policy”, b) “practised language policies”, and c) “English achievement [in secondary school examinations] in Ghana’. (To use the language of research, the first two are the independent variables while the third one is the dependent variable.) With this in mind, the paper should in fact start with Section 3, currently called “Sociolinguistic approaches to L2 learning”, which could then simply be called “Introduction”. This is because the paper’s current first two sections, namely “Introduction and Background” and “Socio-psychological theories”, are not necessary at all. They both focus on the possible relationship between attitudes towards the culture of the native speakers of the L2 being learnt, the motivation that may or may not arise from those attitudes, and the proficiency in second language learning, with a special emphasis of what the author calls “affective motivation”. But neither the learners’ attitudes nor their motivation was measured in the study and, therefore, there is no point discussing them. The fact that both in the section on methodology (Section 5) and that reporting and discussing the results (Section 6), neither the word “attitudes” nor “motivation” is mentioned even once clearly shows that the paper was not about them.

2. There is a mismatch between what the methodology prepares the reader for and the results that are eventually reported. 

2.1 Questionnaires (whose content is not stated anywhere in the study) are said to have been administered to 103 teachers, who were also “interviewed about the same issues” (as those in the questionnaires). Those issues are “the challenges that confront [the teachers] in the implementation of the language-in-education policy and the strategies [the teachers] employ to deal with the challenges”. However, the paper reports (in Section 6, Tables 1-3) a number of challenges, but not a single strategy. And it is the reported challenges which, in the author’s appreciation, constitute the “practiced language policies”. This cannot be the case because none of those challenges reads like a way to do things in class. They read like this: “I can speak Ewe only that is why I don’t implement it” (see Table 3) and “Most of my students don’t like speaking the English language” (see Table 2). Had the paper reported the teachers’ strategies (if they indeed expressed any) as part of its results, they could possibly be viewed as “policies”. 

2.2 A fundamental theoretical question related to this is whether any strategy used by the teacher can be considered a policy. Unfortunately, the author does not clarify this issue. Quite belatedly (in Section 6) the author quotes a definition of the notion of “practiced language policy” which equates this with “any daily language practice” in the classroom by a given teacher. But the author did not go beyond that to point out at least one specific such a policy in the context of his/her study to illustrate the notion of “practiced language policy”, which, he/she must be aware, is not (yet) a mainstream one in the field. 

3. Methodological issues make the results of the study unreliable and in some cases simply uninterpretable.

I have raised very many questions in the rather short section on methodology, some of which are the following.  
3.1 Different people (in the form of “graduate” research assistants) interviewed different participants (i.e. teachers and headteachers). This lack of methodological inconsistency is bound to render the reported results unreliable, especially that it is not clear what questions were asked. 
3.2 Serious inconsistency is also reflected in the tables reporting the results of the “English performance in West African Secondary School Certificate Examination (WASSCE)”. First, while the researcher says he/she selected schools to represent each one of the 3 sociolinguistic contexts, namely a) the “rural context school” (RC), b) the “urban localised context school” (ULC), and c) the “urban non-localised context school” (UNLC), the schools (whose exam results were compared) were not compared for the same “academic years”: for example, in the case of the RC schools, results were collected for 8 years: 2007 to 2009 and then 2013 to 2017; in the case of the ULC schools, they were collected for 8 years as well, but for the years 2011 to 2017; in the case of the UNLC, they were collected for only 5 years: 2007 to 2009 and 2011 to 2012. So, before the researcher could draw conclusions about which school did better than which, he/she needed to compare the results for the same years, because the results of each different year are likely to have been affected by factors (among which teachers) which were relevant for that particular year and perhaps not for the other years. 
3.3 The author says that the teachers were selected (and possibly interviewed) in 2017 and 2018, and it is on the basis of their responses that the author concluded that there was an association between what the teachers reported as challenges and the students’ performance. Such an association might be hypothesized only if the teachers who were interviewed were the same as those who taught the students whose results were reported. But there is no indication of this in the paper, and in some cases that seems reasonably unlikely if some of the results compared dated back to ten years earlier. And even if it were the same teachers, for views expressed in 2017 and 2018 to be related to the students’ results of 2007, 2008 and 2009 would be far-fetched. 
3.4 Closely related to the preceding point, the author should have clarified whether the 103 teachers reported to have been interviewed taught at the 21 schools (referred to as School 1, School 2, and School 3 in tables 5 to 23) whose WASSCE results were compared. If they did not, then there was no basis at all for claiming there was an association between their views and “their” (former) students’ performance. 
3.5 In the same vein, the “achievement in English proficiency” was to be measured by the results of the West African Secondary School Certificate Examination (WASSCE)”, an exam taken by secondary schools students. So, the author should have explained why the questionnaires were administered even to kindergarten and primary school teachers and why even they were interviewed. 

4. The study’s conclusions regarding the association between the independent variables (i.e. those types of sociolinguistic learning contexts) and the dependent variable (i.e. the students’ achievement in English) were based on weak statistics. 

Ideally, comparing the language achievement of different groups of students would have necessitated using interval-scale scores like 49, 67, 76, etc, which would made it possible to compute the mean score for each group, and then to use either the t-test (to compare two means) or ANOVA statistics (to compare more than 2 means). So, if the researcher is really keen to draw conclusions to the effect he/she has been able to prove that Group A of students did better than Group B, that is what he/she should go back and do. It happens that he/she reported the results in terms of letter grades A, B, C, etc, which are ordinal-scale scores, which t-test and ANOVA statistics cannot handle. However, the reported results could still serve as the basis for somewhat solid conclusions, but only if the frequencies reported, say for the A1 grades, for the different schools compared were tested using chi-square statistics. The point is, in order for the author to conclude that “the results also show a clear difference in English achievement between rural and urban localized schools on the one hand, and urban non-localized contexts on the other hand”, he/she needs to use strong statistics beyond the mere percentages reported in the data discussion section. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------   

My overall recommendation is: REVISE AND RESUBMIT 


MY FINAL COMMENT AND ADVICE: 

Comment 
I have a feeling that the author wanted to provide evidence for the following hypothesis: “Rural learning-context students perform less well in English examinations than urban learning-context students in Ghana”. In fact, in the paper he/she has already explained the rationale behind such a hypothesis: urban schools operate in a multi-lingual setting where English becomes the de-facto lingua franca for the students, in addition to it being the official medium of instruction, both of which afford the students many opportunities to use English, and, as a result, to be good at it. On the other hand, rural settings are less multilingual, and, thus, offer the students many opportunities to use the local indigenous language(s), as they do not need the English language as lingua franca, which is an impediment to mastering it. 

Advice 
The author might as well leave aside, for the purposes of this paper, the new notion of “practised language policies” and the more or less irrelevant issue of attitudes towards the native speakers of English, and simply focus on the data he/she thinks would adequately represent the three different sociolinguistic learning contexts she/she has identified and well defined in the paper, and then compare the English performance of the students representing these contexts. She could actually change the title to something like “Rural vs urban learning contexts and the performance in English examinations in Ghana”. He/she can always explore the issue of “practiced language policies” vs. “language-in-education policy” in a different (more) qualitative study. He/she can also carry out a different study on learners’ attitudes and their motivation to learn English, which would have to be cast within a psycholinguistic perspective, not a sociolinguistic one. 
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