

Indigenous Culture and English Language Learning in Ghana 
 
				A mind cannot be independent of culture.
Lev Vygotsky (1986)

Abstract

Over 70 indigenous languages are spoken in Ghana. The current language policy of teaching reading in the local languages begins in kindergarten, and addresses a problem rooted in Ghana’s colonial heritage. The current shape of the country developed from four British colonial territories with different languages and cultures. Consequently, the linguistic attunement necessary to the “expression and transmission of [a Ghanaian] culture” that may serve as a cornerstone of national identity (Rovira, 2008; p. 66) proves problematic, especially given the dominating influence of the English language. Retaining English as its national language subjects Ghana to certain tensions both domestically and internationally. It is also clear empirically that bilingualism can help improve a child’s educational development, cognitive functions, social skills, literacy, emotional skills, and creativity (Bialystok, 2011). This paper is about teaching reading to multilingual students in Ghana who are learning English as their second language. It attempts to draw some parallels to lessons learned in America that Ghana may find useful. 
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Introduction

Ghana is home to an array of ethnic and linguistic diversities. A complex of nearly 100 ethnic groups speaking over 70 different dialects regard their individual languages and ethnic ties as both warranting their loyalty and fundamental to their identity.  As the country “cannot offer young people of all language groups equal access to jobs or a higher standard of living,” this diversity begets significant political and socio-economic concerns (Skalnik, 1992, p. 71). The linguistic heritage of Ghana’s former colonial status complicates these concerns. Differential access to opportunities for socio-economic advancement is exacerbated by the adoption of the slave master’s language, English, which for historical reasons, has become both Ghana’s national language and the main language of government, education, and medium of instruction in the country’s educational system. As such, it confirms Ghana’s brutal colonial legacy of hierarchy, stratification, and political discord. The resulting wicked problem (Horst, 1973) threatens the cohesion of Ghana as nation-state (Skalnik, 1992), and on the global stage raises problems of identity, socio-economic status, cultural subordination, worldview, and the perception of Ghana’s national character, which has affected, in part, Ghana’s traditional cultural identity and lack of pristine local languages (Antwi-Boasiako and Agyekum, 2022). As Ghana grapples with its rich mosaic of language and ethnic cultures, it endeavors to adapt to the political, economic, and social exigencies of globalization. Adaptative success is “language-conditioned” given the wicked problem of colonization, English hegemony, and the “linguistic walls” occasioned by diverse ethnic enclaves.  Accordingly, answering the question of exactly how Ghana might best secure the benefits of both retaining indigenous languages and securing the advantages of English proficiency is essential (Obeng & Adegbija, 1999). This paper elucidates these advantages and offers pedagogical recommendations for achieving an advantageous multilingualism for the country, which includes English. Our goal is not about deciding, which language policy Ghana should adopt, as it has already made that decision. It is about teaching reading to multilingual students who will ultimately read English, as well. This paper attempts to draw some parallels to lessons learned from teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) in America that Ghana may find helpful.  

The Importance and Problem of Multilingualism in Ghana

On both personal and national levels, cultural traditions and habits of thought are strongly connected to identity. Critical to both habits of thought and personal identity is a child's first language (Byrum, 2006). Language helps children to understand and to value their heritage, contributing to both positive self-concept and the development of moral character. Additionally, as language reifies values, attitudes, and beliefs, it carries a worldview as well as a shared identity. Such reified values and worldviews impact significantly how a person thinks, behaves, perceives and understands the world and how it works (UNESCO, 2018). However, it is not unusual for the received understanding of the world and the values and habits defining character to begin deteriorating under the pressure of conforming to a dominating colonial imperialist second language such as English (Kallifatides, 1993; Byrum, 2006, passim; Sayedayn, 2021). 
 Studies of “linguistic relativity,” for example, emphasize the distinctive role of specific language structures “in interpreting experience and influencing thought” (Lucy, 1997, p. 295). Not only does language affect thought, but also the particular words in a language reflect and influence the kinds of things thought of as important (Pinker 2007, pp. 126–128). The language spoken, it seems, shapes everything from how we process experiences and interpret history, to include our behavior. As languages are socially constructed, they reflect the differing historical, cultural, and social experiences of the speakers and their communities. As the world is differently experienced and conceived in different linguistic communities, the languages created reflect different cognitive structures and meanings (Brown, 1954). Myriad linguistic categories differentially organize experiences, delimit concepts, structure knowledge, and propagate attitudes about the nature and meaning of life (Sera & Goodrich, 2010; Vygotsky, 1986). That is, linguistic categories, encoded in thought, help to create the shared cultural realities (lifeworlds) that Ghana’s different ethnic groups and subgroups inhabit.
Accordingly, the diversity of languages is not actually a diversity of signs and sounds but a diversity of epistemologies and worldviews. And this can be both a resource and an obstacle to the youth. Despite the many advantages of multilingualism (Zelasko & Antunez, 2000; Collier and Thomas; (2004); Gomez, et al., 2005; Marian & Shook, 2012; Barbu, et al., 2019), in the Ghanian plurality of lifeworlds, the many distinct ways of seeing the world can interfere with intergroup communication as certain thoughts expressed in one language cannot be understood immediately or in the same way by those who live and work in another language context. Mutual understanding depends on nothing more and nothing less than accepting responsibility for acquiring and maintaining a shared form of life among the various Ghanian lifeworlds. A “mutual attunement” is necessary (Cavell, 1979, p.16), grounded in the human form of life as distinguished from the cultural or ethnological form of life accounting for the socio-cultural (linguistic) differences within Ghanian society. “One could say that [Ghana needs to attain] that multiplicity within a fundamental unity, that plurality within limits that is achievable as all humans participate in the human form of life” (Conway, 1989, p.78).    
 Achieving the linguistic attunement necessary to the “expression and transmission of [a Ghanaian] culture” serving as a cornerstone of national identity (Stokes, 2017; Rovira, 2008, p.66) proves problematic given the global dominating influence of the English language. Ghanian national identity is challenged at the outset by the strength and persistence of local affiliations, tribalism, local languages, traditional religions, and ethnicity. Thus, Ghanaian solidarity is “language-conditioned” and “linguistic affinities” tend to strengthen group identity, “consolidate walls” against those speaking other languages, and are “at the foundation of …disconnectedness” (Obeng & Adegbija, 1999, pp. 353-354). This very circumstance led to historical imposition of the English language by the colonial slave master, the British.  Colonial governments saw European languages not only as useful instruments to diminish the range of tribal identities and loyalty, but also as a pragmatic means of establishing cohesion among the various ethnic and cultural groups. Upon achieving independence, Ghana adopted a similar policy of “one nation, one language” as an approach to unification and as a perceived necessity for economic development (Gal and Irving 1995; Bodomo, 1997; Negash, 2005); unfortunately, this was more to the advantage of the colonialists than the natives. Two problems follow in this situation. First, this policy accords political and economic advantages to those local (ethnic) urban educated elites who adopted Western values. And second, although “African communities [retain] an inherent sense of identity . . .[that] is very closely linked with language” (Hastings 1997: 149), “[t]he intersection [of multiple languages] put speakers into what amounts to the crosshairs of a language-culture dichotomy” (Urciuoli, 1995, p. 535). In such a milieu, the local values and habits defining character begin deteriorating as it becomes difficult for children to identify with and participate fully in the cultural activities of their native communities when attempting to identify with the national community and foreign concepts, as well. But this is not unlike friction that develops during an exchange with any “other” group. It is the stuff of discovery, collaboration, growth, learning, as well (Dewey, 1916).
Exacerbating these challenges to a national identity is the socioeconomic stratification in Ghana emerging from the “information system” carried by language (Kite and Whitley, 2009, p. 7). In this capacity, language acts “not only a[s] means of communication, [and a] marker of identity [but], through its pragmatics, a cultural institution,” (Laitin, 2000, p.144); an identifying factor that is used in cultural, as well as interpersonal and institutional discrimination. Once a person’s “basic category membership” (from, inter alia, their language) is inferred, many “use that information to draw conclusions,” concerning how to treat people in the social category the language represents (Kite and Whitley, 2009, p. 81). Often, this manner of categorization substantiates “traditional hierarchies of privilege and access by way of ideological discourses” (Stroud, 2004; p. 197). This, in turn, can propagate a “cycle of dispossession” whereby foreign speakers become “constructed as a particular category of person,” often one “least resourced, in terms of educational opportunities, and economic and social capital, while the powerful (such as the slave and colonial masters in the past) tend to retain status and power” (p. 201). In this regard, the English language, in contradistinction to many indigenous languages, is noted for its tendency to produce asymmetrical relations of power among different social groups (Foucault, 1995) eventually eliminating the native languages as seen in Brazil, Australia, and North America (Antwi-Boasiako and Agyekum, 2022). If the transition is too sharp in contrast, conflicts will arise; if allowed to change with support over time, communication and quality of life can be improved as the two merge to create a best version of both.
Potential Advantages of Multilingualism for Ghanaians

Vygotsky (1986) outlines three main concepts related to cognitive development: (1) culture is significant in learning, (2) language is the root of culture, and (3) individuals learn and develop within their role in the community. Both Vygotskian and post-Vygotskian thinking are predicated on the belief that the process of learning is a social construction, and that knowledge is both socially and culturally constructed. The various Ghanaian cultures and English surely have different beliefs and perceptions of daily experiences on the meaning of social and political events. But one thing they share are classrooms wherein it is essential that a developing preponderance of non-English speaking students learn English and that their teachers begin to learn and stay abreast of the latest and effective research on teaching and learning and how best to achieve this goal. This requires an “integrative orientation,” the desire to achieve proficiency in indigenous languages and English to participate in the life of each community that speaks the target language, and the global arena, which currently uses English (Gardner, 2001, as cited in Lu & Li, 2008, p. 91; Lu, X., and Li, G., 2008). 
The English inherited from the British colonial era is not the first language for Ghanaians. And while the overlay of English sometimes complicates the challenges posed by the diversity of indigenous languages, the resulting multilingualism can offer certain advantages to youth and to the nation. While some studies suggest that bilinguals may have lower formal language proficiency than monolinguals (Bialystok & Craik, 2010), multilinguals benefit from considerable cognitive benefits not enjoyed at the same extent by monolinguals. Children who know more than one language can enjoy a lifetime of personal, social, cognitive, and economic advantage (Zelasko & Antunez, 2000; Collier and Thomas; (2004); Gomez, et al., 2005; Marian & Shook, 2012; Barbu, et al., 2019).  Research shows that knowing more than one language can increase a person's thinking abilities (Nair, Biedermann and Nickels, 2016). Moreover, students who learn a second language and continue to develop their native language often do better in school than students who learn English at the expense of their first language (August, 2018; Marion & Shook, 2012). Overall, bilingualism can help improve a child’s educational development, cognitive functions, social skills, literacy, and emotional skills (Bialystok, 2011). Additionally, bilingual people may exhibit more creativity and flexibility than their monolingual counterparts, experience less cognitive decline as they age, and are often better at multitasking and conflict resolution (Irujo, 2023; Bialystok & Craik, 2010). Ghanian children, then, have an opportunity to derive distinct advantages from the overlay of English as a second language (L2) while continuing to develop their first (L1).
Equally important for Ghana is the fact that English is currently the global tongue. It is a primary instrument of transnational communications concerning technology, commerce, science, media, and entertainment (Devrim & Bayyurt, 2010).  For example, English has become the vernacular of science. Approximately 85-95% of the 1 million scientific articles published each year in thousands of major journals are written in English (Paasi, 2015; Garfield, 1998). Beyond that, English is the language through which much of contemporary knowledge is generated and shared, to such an extent that it has become the “global lingua franca” of knowledge (Tietz & Penny, 2013: 4). It is increasingly evident that this linguistic globalization of English proffers to Ghana a desirable inclusion in the global exchange of information and advancement of erudition as well as an opportunity to activate the voices of Ghanian scientists and academics on a global scale.  
Teaching Literacy
In this complex (wicked) context, Ghana seeks insight into best practices for a classroom setting. Adopting pedagogy that facilitates teachers’ understanding of how different students with different linguistic and cultural backgrounds learn is important. As children in Ghana learn different languages early, the skills and critical thinking abilities requisite to educational success must be tailored to individual student needs. The right tools and methodologies are helpful when teaching children, and this is a growing science. Significant advances in applying cognitive science to education converge upon specific recommendations to maximize student learning (Dunlosky, Rawson, Marsh, Nathan, & Willingdungham, 2013; Roediger, Finn, & Weinstein, 2012). Equally, the science of reading is the converging evidence of what matters in support of literacy instruction (National Reading Panel, 2000).  

The Science of Second Language Literacy
Studies demonstrate that skill in oral language is linked to reading comprehension success (Nippold, 2007). Learning a new language during middle school years can be especially challenging (Mixcoatl-Martinez, 2017), but it seems the middle school years are still the best time to introduce a new language (Hadaway, Vardell, and Young, 2004). This is because learning a new language earlier is complicated with learning to read, and learning a new language in the upper grades is complicated by the increasingly high level of demand for content to be mastered at the same time.  
Scientific studies of how people learn can provide useful contributions to our understanding of effective teaching and learning strategies which suggest specific recommendations to teachers on maximizing learning efficiency when it comes to speaking and reading in L2 (Dunlosky, et al., 2013). It is interesting, for example, that a quality teacher can prove even more effective than a teacher who is certified to teach English as a second language, even over one who emphasizes culturally relevant instruction (Goldenberg & Moats, 2024). The following six strategies receive robust support from decades of research on how learning is best facilitated: Spaced practice, interleaving, retrieval practice, elaboration, concrete examples, and dual coding. This can provide strong instructional support for students as they transition from L1 to L2.
Spaced practice involves reviewing and practicing periodically material that has already been introduced. In the long run, the same amount of repeated studying of the same information spaced out over time, with breaks in between, leads to greater retention compared to repeated studying of the same information for the same amount of time (Kang, 2016). Spaced practice proves particularly effective when large retention intervals are involved. For example, in their study using meta-analysis, Cepeda, et al., (2006), found that for retention intervals longer than a month, distributed practice produced a clear benefit over other approaches. The advantageous effects of spacing at lagged intervals is well established in second language acquisition research (Atkinson, 1972; Bloom and Shuell, 1981; Pavlik Jr and Anderson, 2008). Short, frequent, spaced learning and review sessions supplemented with frequent low-stake quizzes and frequent feedback prove particularly advantageous as does reviewing older material first and increasing gradually the spacing between practices (Melton, 1970). 
Interleaving is another strategy known to increase learning. Interleaving involves studying and practicing related skills or concepts in parallel and in a patterned way (Patel, Liu, & Koedinger, 2016; Taylor, 2007). For example, in learning a language a student might alternate between reading a short meaningful passage, taking turns speaking, using stems to begin conversations, and listening to a podcast and repeating that sequence. Someone who’s learning new vocabulary words can mix together words pertaining to different topics instead of learning only words from a single topic at a time (blocking). For instance, if someone needs to learn words from topics such as animals, foods, and clothes for a class, then instead of learning all the words from one topic before moving on to words from the next one, they can mix words from the different topics as they study. Second language learning research suggests that although blocking benefits the learning of pronunciations more than does interleaving (Carpenter & Mueller, 2013), interleaving is advantageous when used to practice multiple language skills across multiple sessions (Pan, et al., 2019).  
Retrieval-Based Learning involves providing opportunities for accessing stored information, usually by completing one or more activities, responding to cues or demonstrating competency in varying contexts that require the recall of acquired information. Retrieval proves to be effective teaching technique for a wide range of learners from preschool through high-school (Fritz, Morris, Nolan, & Singleton, 2007; McDermott et al., 2014; Karpicke, Blunt, & Smith, 2016; Karpicke, Blunt, Smith, & Karpicke, 2014; Lipko-Speed, Dunlosky, & Rawson, 2014). Studies show beneficial effects of retrieval practice on second language vocabulary learning, retention and comprehension, both immediately subsequent to training (Kang, Gollan and Pashler, 2013; Barcroft, 2007; Nakata, 2016). Overall, the evidence suggests that retrieval practice can indeed improve second language acquisition. Moreover, retrieval practice is a key component of spaced practice, which includes regular practice questions or other assessments designed to aid in the recall of previously learned material. By using spaced practice during personalized project assignments, which incorporate regular retrieval activities, for instance, benefits such as better memory retention, improved recall, and more effective learning overall can be facilitated.  Thus, advantages appear to be strong when utilizing repeated retrieval practice (Atkinson, 1975).
“One of the most potent manipulations that can be performed in terms of increasing a subject’s memory for material is to have the subject elaborate on the to-be-remembered material” (Anderson, 1983: 285). Elaboration makes use of retrieval to relate newly learned information to existing knowledge by self-explanation, paraphrasing, asking how and why questions, putting information into “your own words,” or explaining the steps used during problem-solving (Dunlosky et al., 2013). Most simply, elaboration involves connecting new information to pre- existing knowledge by adding features to an existing strong memory (Postman, 1976; Hirshman, 2001).  The key to elaboration is a detailed use of concrete examples to supplement content that is abstract or conceptual in nature. Research suggests that elaboration strategies have positive effects on enhancing and triggering comprehension and acquisition of a second language (Al-Safar & Al-Halawachy, 2020; Hulstijn, 2001; Paivio & Desrochers, 1981). 
Dual coding strategies seek to provide visual and verbal representations of the same information. Providing multiple representations of the same information not only enhances learning and memory but readily evokes additional representations (through automatic imagery processes) (Paivio, 2007). Indeed, it is well-understood that more information can be conveyed through a simple illustration than through several paragraphs of text (Barker & Manji, 1989; Mayer & Gallini, 1990). Additionally, illustrations can be particularly helpful when the described concept involves several parts or steps and is intended for individuals with low prior knowledge (Eitel & Scheiter, 2015; Mayer & Gallini, 1990; Weinstein et al., 2018).  Regarding second language learners, research indicates that when new words are associated with sounds or images at the same time, when the environment is “visually rich,” (Morales and Abel, 2015), they are likely to learn the words better and retain them more easily (Paivio, 1991). Additionally, second language learners can identify more words that are taught when information is dual-coded, particularly if they have lower English language proficiency (Wong & Samudra, 2019).
Finally, there are additive benefits among the six strategies discussed. For example, “The additive benefits of retrieval practice and spacing can be gained by engaging in retrieval practice multiple times” (Weinstein, et al, 2018, p. 13). Interleaving old and new material offers opportunities for spacing, and employing concrete examples can be both verbal and visual, making use of dual coding. “In addition, the strategies of elaboration, concrete examples, and dual coding all work best when used as part of retrieval practice” (Ibid). 
In addition to the general scientific findings, the research focused on how best to teach reading proves most helpful in learning a second language that is also an alphabetic one; as both Ghanian languages and English are alphabetic language systems, reading instruction will be conveniently similar in both. Findings from multiple studies confirm that quick word recognition (the ability to decode and read the words on the page) plus knowing the meaning of the words being read (language understanding) are critical foundational skills that must be mastered (Byrne & Fielding-Barnsley, 1995; García & Cain, 2014; Georgiou, Das, & Hayward, 2009; Hogan, Adlof, & Alonzo, 2014). These findings are subsumed under the widely accepted Simple View of Reading (SVR; Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Hoover & Gough, 1990). Briefly, the research is abundantly clear that early literacy instruction in phonological awareness, phonics, word recognition fluency, oral language vocabulary development, and language comprehension enhances language reading and language learning significantly (National Reading Panel, 2000), especially when employed in concert (August et al., 2005). 
To teach these skills well, the science recommends teaching them explicitly and systematically (Gupta, 2019). Equally important is time on task (Godwin et al., (2021) where use of limited school time must be efficient and of substantive quality with multiple opportunities to apply, practice, and create with these important developing skills.  Additionally, instruction should be meaningful, engaging and multisensory, stimulating as many pathways to the brain as possible, especially the visual routes (Morales and Abel, 2015).  Consistent with the science of learning, studies on reading find it beneficial when employing concrete examples, spacing over increasingly long intervals, practice skills, and frequent application of skills in new and meaningful situations such as the concept of interleaving (Rohrer, 2012).  
Regarding learning English as a second language, African languages enjoy a transparent type of alphabetic orthography.  English, however, is an opaque version of the alphabetic languages with many irregularities and inconsistencies, so it is more difficult to teach a person to read in English given the multiple meanings and decodings of English words than in a native Ghanaian language.  It is very likely that Ghana’s decision to teach reading to its youngest in the mother tongue from this angle would have quite a bit of endorsement from cognitive neuroscientists (Dehaene, 2020). That said, few teachers in Ghana (as often is the case in America, as well) have been providing sufficient practice and application for the phonics taught resulting in a negative impact on reading mastery in previous years. The good news is that more recently, increased attention to phonics development appears to be one change that may be helping to improve reading success in the United States of America and in Ghana (Barr, 2001: Eshiet, 2014). Scripted lessons, which help teachers understand what the current research recommends are now in place to encourage the use of the science of reading targeting explicit and sequential phonics (Daly et al., 2018).  Brain research supports the initial use of scripts to help ensure fidelity to new instructional techniques (Davidson, 2015). Once mastered, scripts may be discarded and a more natural approach enjoyed.
Teaching English as a Second Language in Ghana
Overall, there is substantial empirical evidence, drawn from many and diverse sources, for what constitutes an effective pedagogy in teaching reading in a second alphabetic language. What is effective includes, but not limited to, phonological awareness, phonics, word recognition fluency, vocabulary, and both oral language and textual comprehension. These are best taught explicitly and systematically through space learning, interleaving, retrieval exercises, elaboration and dual coding. Ghana’s policy of promoting reading and writing first in their students’ local language from kindergarten through primary three, then introducing them to English, is designed to be a transitional one in which local language literacy is used as a bridge to English literacy. The program serves to encourage and celebrate the use of local languages as a valuable aspect of Ghanaian culture. Ghana’s situation is similar in terms of multiple languages spoken in students’ homes and incorporating evidence-based pedagogy for teaching English and reading in America (Davis and Agbenyega, 2012). Ghana has made the decision to postpone the teaching of English until after Primary Grade 3, giving Ghanaians time to learn to speak and read in L1 before tackling speaking and reading in English (USAID, 2020).
While Ghana recently switched to an evidence-based reading instruction program. However, there are still gaps in the instructional delivery as many of the poorest students are still not learning to read as a result of lack of infrastructure, resources, and most importantly qualified trained teachers. On the positive side, we now know more about how best to teach reading in alphabetic languages and it is also understood that teachers who teach children English do not have to speak the children’s first language in order to be effective (Merino, 1997). As Ghana transitions to this more informed pathway, it is expected reading and mastering English, as well as improvements in the mother tongue, will begin to find success in Ghana. Perhaps during this time, Gahnenglish may emerge combining the two to produce an even more effective language as we have begun to see in southern Florida with Spanglish in the states (Rascoe, 2023; Bennett, 2023).
Conclusion
Despite Ghana’s numerous native languages spoken at home, the country still uses its colonial form of English, as its national language. However, as a multilingual nation, the problem exists regarding which language(s) must be used as the medium of initial instruction during the early years of formal education in the school system. The Ministry of Education (MoE) has instituted an official language policy (USAID, 2020) where students in kindergarten through primary three (3) must be taught in their native language given the location of the school which helps direct us as to which language will be used; thereafter, the language taught in schools will be English as a second language.  As learning a new language and learning to read can both be positively influenced by the strength of learning to speak and read in a native language through transfer, Ghana will need well qualified informed teachers to teach young Ghanaians in their mother tongue to provide a strong foundation for learning to read and speak English. Fortunately, English and Ghanaian languages are alphabetic orthographies, which will facilitate the teaching of reading in both languages.  
The current language policy, by and large, is an attempt to restore the cultural identity and language of Ghanaians, which have been marginalized as a result of a history of slavery and colonization. Nevertheless, one might argue that Ghana, like other Anglophone countries, is linguistically at an advantageous position as English is now undeniably a global language regarding technology and medium of international communication, which affects global education, economy, and cultural activities. 
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