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Abstract The phenomenon of language endangerment and, ultimately, language loss is considered in regard to indigenous

Ghanaian languages. It is established that two languages, namely, Ghanaian English (Gh E) and Akan, especially the Twi
dialect, and to a small degree, Ewe, are slowly killing off the s maller Ghanaian languages. For instance, in 1970 almost all
Winneba natives spoke Efutu (Ewutu) as their first language. By 2010, 40 years later, on ly appro ximately 50% of children
born to the Winneba natives speak Efutu as a first language. About 30% of these children speak no Efutu at all. Interestingly,
med iu m-sized languages such as Ga, Dangme and Nzema are also slowly losing grounds to the three languages cited.
Meanwhile there are some dozen Ghanaian languages that have less than 1000 estimated speakers each but which have held
their own for a century. It is concluded that the closer a language community is to the major u rban centers, the more likely it
is to be endangered. It is further concluded that the language policy of the Ghana Govern ment is contributing to the loss of
Ghanaian languages.
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1. Introduction
This paper takes a look at language loss in Ghana, noting
the following:
• What are the causes of language loss in Ghana?
• Which languages are susceptible?
• What is the extent of damage done?
• What, if anything, can be done to curb this phenomenon?
UNESCO’s (2003) Red Book of Endangered Languages,
says that a language is endangered when its speakers cease to
use it, cease to pass it on fro m one generation to another. By
this definition, quite a number of languages of the world may
be considered endangered. In fact, both official and
unofficial linguistic data fro m around the world seem to
indicate that in the past couple of centuries alone mo re than
two thousand languages have been lost to mankind.
Ladefoged & Maddieson (1996) claim that there are about
7,000 languag es in th e wo rld today , but that there will
probably be only 3,000 or so in 100 years time. They claim
further that most languages are spoken by comparatively few
speakers. Over half o f the 7,000 languages are alleged ly
spoken by less than 10,000 speakers and more than a quarter
of these langu ages by less than 1,000 speakers. These
numbers are said to be too small to ensure the survival of
these languages. The major languages that often threaten to
swallow up the s maller ones are really very big. They include
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the world’s top 10, namely, Standard Chinese, English,
Spanish, Bengali, Hindi, Portuguese, Russian, Arabic,
Japanese, and German. Over 48% of the world ’s population
are said to be first language speakers of one of these
languages.
A number of Ghanaian linguists agree that at least a dozen
of the languages lost to mankind in the past century have
been indigenous Ghanaian languages. It is feared that in this
(21st ) century a few more indigenous Ghanaian languages
will be lost. This situation is fanned by the fact that
educational institutions and employers tend to reward
speakers of the popular languages to the detriment of the
smaller ones. Unfortunately, the issue of language
endangerment (and u ltimately language loss or death) is one
that is not taken seriously in Ghana – not even by linguists.
Research reveals that the phenomenon of language loss
follows a fixed pattern. First there is language shift (either
forced or voluntary), and then there is language loss. There
are two suggested models. One model posits five phases
which may be summarized as follows:
1. Relative Monolingualis m in the indigenous language
(L1). This is where all co mmun ities start, on account that no
community can stay without a language.
2. Bilingualis m with the indigenous language as the
dominant one.
3. Bilingualism with the new/second (L2) language
dominating.
4. Restricted use of indigenous language.
5. Monolingualis m in the new language.
The rate at which a language shifts and, ultimately,
becomes endangered depends on the amount of pressure or
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attraction from the second language. The more pressure
exerted on the L1 the faster the rate of shift. Similarly, the
more attractive the L2 is to the L1 co mmunity, the faster the
shift.
The usual scenario, in terms of generations may be
simp lified as follo ws:
• Grandparents speak only the traditional language;
• parents speak both the native language and the language
of assimilation, and
• their children become monolingual in the assimilated
language.
It has been proven that the first step on the way to
language endangerment and, subsequently, language loss, is
cultural and linguistic assimilation. (Assimilation may be
voluntary or forced.) In step two the next generation simp ly
does not bother to learn the indigenous (first) language,
mostly because it would have lost its communication value.
When inter-generational transmission stops, that is the end of
language.
Unfortunately, this process is already at an advanced stage
in the majority of urban commun ities in Africa. For instance,
according to language data from the 1960 population census,
Ga, the language of the indigenous people of Ghana’s capital,
Accra, and its surroundings was the number four (after A kan,
Ewe, and Dang me) in Ghana. As the city grows and as mixed
marriages occur, the status of the Ga language has become
questionable. In fact, current data (2000 population census)
indicates that Dagbani, then the number five, has pushed Ga
to the fifth position. If the current trend continues, Ga will
soon be an endangered language. Interestingly, Dang me, the
number three language by size, is also heading in the same
direction.
David Crystal (2000) po ints out that using population size
to determine which languages are endangered and which are
not does not make sense. He argues that in certain
environments such as a language, the last 500 speakers of
which are scattered around the fringes of “a rap idly growing
city” could be considered endangered and dying. Meanwhile,
in another environment (such as an isolated community) 500
speakers “would be considered quite large and stable” (pp.
11-12). He concludes that in dealing with the issue of
language endangerment and language loss, researchers
should never consider speaker figures in isolation. He
maintains that a more important index of language
endangerment is the percentage of children learn ing the
language under consideration and using it at home.
While Weinreich (1968) agrees with Crystal that census
figures are only inferential. He fu rther cautions that language
shift (or in this context, language endangerment) is never
abrupt enough to sever commun ication between age groups.
He maintains that “What appears like a discrete generational
difference in mother-tongues within a single family is a
projection of a more gradual age-and-language transition in
the community” (p. 94). He, however, agrees with other
researchers that language shift is usually preceded by
widespread bilingualis m.
Crawford (2000) states, “Along with the accompanying

loss of culture, language loss can destroy a sense of
self-worth, limiting human potential and complicating
efforts to solve other problems, such as poverty, family
breakdown, school failure, and substance abuse. After all,
language death does not happen in privileged commun ities.
It happens to the dispossessed and the disempowered;
peoples who most need their cultural resources to survive.”
Within the present context, this quote refers to the vast
majority of Africans.

2. The Issue of Language Endangerment
in Ghana
Hoffman (1999) argues that bilingualis m, which is the
first step in language shift, occurs when a linguistic
community does not maintain its language but gradually
adopts a new one. He is of the view that language
maintenance succeeds only when a community ma kes a
conscious effort to keep the language they have always used
(p. 186). Fo llo wing this argu ment, one could say that quite a
number of African co mmunit ies are facing a situation of
language shift.
As a result of the checkered history of Africa, fro m
colonialism through neo-colonialis m via coup d’etats, etc.,
the majority of African countries are mu ltilingual. (This
phenomenon in itself is a problem for the language teacher,
especially in the urban schools who must find ingenious
ways of catering for the needs of children fro m the various
language backgrounds.) But very few of these countries have
what can be remotely described as a definite (and/or sensible)
language policy. This situation is not the best because a good
language policy will shape the direction of language
education.
2.1. Causes of Language Endangerment i n Ghana
Batibo
(2005)
lists
demographic
superiority,
socio-economic attraction, political do minance and cultural
forces among the causes of language shift in Africa. All of
these phenomena apply to the Ghanaian scene where English,
the language of the colonial masters, has exerted a lot of
pressure on all the local languages to the extent that a lot of
children born to Ghanaians at the top of the socio-economic
ladder speak only English at home. For these people, at least,
English is a mo re prestigious and, possibly, superior
language to the Ghanaian ones.
In the post colonial era, the Govern ment sought to lessen
the pressure English put on the indigenous languages by
selecting six regional languages to be used on radio and
television. These languages of the media are Akan, Ewe, Ga,
Dagbani, Nzema, and Hausa. The six languages promoted in
the news media included the three geographically dominant
Akan, Ewe and Hausa. (Incidentally, Hausa is not
indigenous to Ghana.) This aside, nobody can be certain
what criteria were used for the selection of these languages.
Regardless of the circu mstances, these media languages
became quite prestigious, after English. Currently, Akan
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seems to be doing more damage to the maintenance of the
other indigenous languages than English.
2.2. The Language Policy of Ghana
Up until the last decade or so, each child who entered
school was for the first three years taught in his “native”
language, with English, the lingua franca, as a subject on the
school time-table. Fro m the fourth year of school, the
med iu m o f instruction gradually changed to English such
that by the seventh year of school (i.e. first year of Junior
High School) all subjects were taught in English. At this
point the Ghanaian language became a subject in the
curriculu m. This gave primary school children sufficient
time to grasp the new language before being taught in it.
In the past few years, however, this situation has changed.
The Government of Ghana has decided to use English as the
med iu m o f instruction right fro m Primary One, when the
majority of children know hard ly a word of English. Almost
all language experts consider this decision as uninformed, at
best. It would seem that this new language policy of Ghana
aims to alienate the Ghanaian child fro m its cultural heritage.
And that is dangerous. Yet the Govern ment has been
unwilling to bulge on this issue. Meanwhile, there is
evidence that the majority of schools, especially in the rural
areas, do not even have competent teachers to imp lement this
policy. The end result is that even the English language being
taught is anything but standard.
The current situation in Ghana may be likened to what
linguists refer to as forced assimilation. (Depending on who
is counting, Ghana may be said to have approximately 50
indigenous languages.) The situation can best be
summarized as follows: To start with, Eng lish is the Second
Language (L2) o f all educated citizens. Where the influence
of English wears off a b it the languages of the med ia take
over. For now it seems there is a conscious effort to promote
Akan over the other languages. For instance, 90% of all
non-English mediu m programs on TV are in A kan,
especially Twi. These include game shows that have people
glued to the sets. The languages that are most affected are
those with less than 20,000 speakers (which is almost one
third of the indigenous languages). These include
Ewutu-Effutu in the Central Region; Larteh-Kyerepong in
the Eastern Region; Ahanta and Sewhi in the Western
Region; Bimoba, Bu li, Kantosi, Kusaal, Sisali, Tampulma,
Chakali, Anufo and Hanga all in the Northern part of the
country; and the entire cluster languages in the Volta Region
labeled the Ghana-Togo Mountain Languages (namely,
Avatime, Sele, Logba, Lelemi, Nkonya, Akposo, Animere,
Ligbi, Krache and sekpele).
Interestingly, a nu mber of the s maller languages have
resisted extinction wh ile some of the med iu m-sized
languages seem to be losing speakers at alarming rates. For
instance, while Ga (the language of Accra and its environs) is
losing grounds to Akan (see Section 1.), the nu mber of
speakers of much smaller languages such as Siwu and Logba
have changed little since 1932 when Westerman first
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lamented their endangerment. On the other hand, Ga and
Nzema are both mediu m-sized languages that are used in the
news med ia but there is evidence that they are both losing
grounds to Akan. The present study is an attempt to find out
the extent to which some Ghanaian languages are shifting.
The study focuses on a few of the smaller languages from the
Central, Eastern and the Volta Regions of Ghana. Even
though Ga and Dangme are mediu m-sized languages, they
are included in this study because there is evidence that they
are losing out to the Twi d ialect of A kan. Similarly, Nzema is
included because it seems to be losing out to the Fante dialect
of Akan.
Batibo su mmarizes the Ghanaian situation in what he
terms the “typical structure of language use in an African
country” as follows (H indicates dominance wh ile L is the
dominated):
H Ex-co lonial language
L Do minant indigenous language H
Minority language
L

3. Procedures
A set of questionnaire was used to collect data in six
language communit ies (fro m three language areas) suspected
to be shifting fro m one language to another, possibly
endangering the language’s survival. The languages and
communit ies include the Ewutu-Effutu language (Winneba),
the Ga language (Teshie – Accra), the Dang me language
(Dawhenya – Prampram, Ningo, Sege – Ada, and Kasseh –
Ada). The four Dang me-speaking co mmun ities (i.e.
Dawhenya, Ningo, Sege and Kasseh) were included based on
their distances from cosmopolitan Accra.
3.1. Selection of Languages and Language Communities
Selection o f the language commun ities was based on two
assumptions. First it was assumed that the language of a
community that has a large proportion of immig rants that
come fro m a different language background is likely to be
endangered. Weinreich (1968 p.91), for instance, indicates
that “since many immigrant g roups have a significantly low
proportion of wo men among them, the necessity for
intermarriage leads to a discontinuity of linguistic tradition.”
Similarly, it was assumed that the closer to Accra
(Ghana’s capital and major cosmopolitan city) a language
community is, the more endangered that community is likely
to be. This is due to the fact that currently, Ghana is faced
with a major rural migration problem where all the migrants
are heading for Accra or Ku masi, the second most important
business center. Based on these assumptions, the following
communit ies were selected.
Awutu-Effutu is the language spoken by the indigenous
people of Awutu, Senya, and Winneba, all in the Central
Region of Ghana. Winneba, a mostly fishing co mmunity on
the coast some 50 kilo meters due west of Accra, is the home
of the Effutu dialect of this language. The community is

13

American Journal of Linguistics 2012, 1(2): 10-18

surrounded by Akan (in particular, Fante) settlements.
Approximately 50 years ago, the township embarked on a
steady growth when Ghana’s first President, Dr. Kwame
Nkru mah established the Ideological Institute used in
training ‘freedo m fighters’. In the past 20 years or so there
has been major incursion of immigrants fro m other parts of
the country as a result of the establishment of the country’s
only purely teacher train ing university. The official
languages studied in the local basic schools are English and
Fante, the main language of the Central Reg ion. The local
radio station does almost all its programming in Fante,
allo wing only one slot of Effutu on Tuesday afternoons. The
1990 Ghana Census figures estimate that there are
approximately 100,000 speakers of the co mbined d ialects of
Awutu-Effutu. This is not a literary language.
Winneba is a small fishing town of Effutu-Awutu
speakers in the Central Region of Ghana. The town, which is
almost surrounded by Fante speaking towns, is currently the
home of a major national university. During each school
semester, the number o f non-natives outnumbers the
indigenes.
Ga-Adangme-Krobo is the indigenous language of the
people of the Greater Accra Region as well as some of the
eastern parts of the Eastern Region of Ghana. The 1990
population census estimates that there are appro ximately
1,250,000 speakers of this language, making it the third
largest indigenous language (after A kan and Ewe). Dang me
speakers (i.e. Adangme and Krobo) clearly outnumber Ga
speakers, who are estimated to be a little over 300,000.
While Ga and Dangme are mostly mutually intellig ible, they
are separate official literary languages.
Teshie is a popular suburb of Accra, the capital o f Ghana.
Initially, this was a community of Ga speakers only. Like
Winneba, the area is now ho me to a lot of Akan and Ewe
speakers. Additionally, speakers of almost all the Ghanaian
languages can be found in this part of Accra as they find
housing not too far fro m their jobs in the city center. Teshie
is approximately 20 kilo meters fro m downtown Accra.
Dawhenya, wh ich until about twenty years ago is a s mall
settlement on the Accra-Ada-Togo highway, is one of the
fastest growing townships in Ghana. All its inhabitants used
to be Dang me speakers fro m Prampram and Ada. As housing
shortages hit the harbor city of Tema, some 20 kilo meters to
the west, more and more workers began to build houses there.
The establishment of the church-owned Central University
College three kilo meters to the east of this settlement has
caused the population to double in less than six years. The
majority of new settlers are A kan speakers. Dawhenya is
approximately 55 kilo meters fro m downtown Accra.
Ningo is an o ld settlement of Dangme speakers. It is
almost six hundred years old. In the past thirty to fifty years
Ningo has been an important fishing town where
fishmongers fro m the Accra-Tema megapolis go to buy fish.
While the majority of fishmongers are Ga- or
Dangme-speaking, a number of them are speakers of the
Akan language. The majority of these people commute to the
township on a daily basis. The settlement is approximately

70 kilo meters fro m Accra.
Kasseh-Ada began as a small market town on the
Accra-Togo highway. It also happens to be the main turnoff
to Big Ada and Ada-Foah, the t wo principal towns of the Ada
State. On market days (i.e. Tuesdays and Fridays), the town
is flooded with traders fro m many southern Ghana towns.
The majo rity of co mmuters on these two days are fro m Accra
and Aflao, a majo r Ewe speaking town on the Ghana-Togo
boarder. Kasseh is approximately 110 kilo meters fro m
Accra.
3.2. The Res pondents
Members of the commun ities were categorized into age
groups as follows:
• 01 – 10 years (corresponding to Children)
• 11 – 20 years (corresponding to Children)
• 21 – 30 years (corresponding to Parents?)
• 31 – 40 years (corresponding to Parents)
• 41 – 50 years (corresponding to Parents)
• 51 – 60 years (corresponding to Grandparents)
• 61 yrs & above (corresponding to Grandparents)
3.2.1. The Effutu (Winneba) Correspondents
Members of the commun ities were categorized into age
groups. The Winneba communities are as fo llo ws:
a) Children:
0 – 10 years (10 respondents)
11 – 20 years (61 respondents)
b) Parents:
21 – 30 years (41 respondents)
31 – 40 years (38 respondents)
41 – 50 years (34 respondents)
c) Grand Parents:
51 – 60 years (18 respondents)
61 years and above (18 respondents)
Table 1 presents the members of the various commun ities
by age groups. For children under six, mothers provided
answers to the questions. This age group was quite important
to the study in that it provided data for the extreme end of the
spectrum.
Table 1. The Respondents
Age
0 – 10
11 – 20
21 – 30
31 – 40
41 – 50
51 – 60
61+
TOTAL

Winneba
10
61
41
38
34
18
18
220

Te shie
27
59
31
28
18
22
13
198

Dawhenya
9
35
20
17
9
5
5
100

Ningo
18
15
19
8
14
5
14
93

Kaseh
8
26
40
24
18
9
18
143

3.3. The Questionnaire
The questionnaire comprised twenty-three mostly
mu ltip le choice questions modified to suit each language
community. (Please see Appendix 1.) Question 1 sought
to find the appropriate age group of the respondents.
Question 2 sought to establish which parent was an indigene
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of the language community. Questions 3 to 8 sought to
establish the languages spoken by the respondents as well as
the order in which they were acquired. Question 9 asked the
respondent to self-asses his/her language proficiency.
Questions 10 to 23 sought to establish language usage in the
respondents’ environment.
The questionnaires were distributed to the appropriate age
groups in the communit ies cited in 3.1 together with the
following instructions:
“The following questionnaire is to enable us collect data
on language use in Ghana. Your responses will be used for
educational purposes only. Any informat ion you give will be
treated as very confidential.
Kindly respond to the questions by ticking the appropriate
space in the boxes provided as follows.
Thank you for your cooperation.”
Where the subject was not literate in English, a third
person was employed to assist in filling out the forms. For
children under six, mothers provided answers to the
questions. This age group was quite important to the study in
that it provided data for the extreme end of the spectrum.
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the others at 41%. Note, however, that bilingualism seems to
increase as one goes up the age ladder. It would seem that
GaDang me speakers tend to acquire additional languages
later in life. Teshie seems to be an exception to this
phenomenon in the sense that the majority of people above
60 years are monolingual in Ga (i.e. 53.8%) wh ile only
22.2% of ch ildren up to 10 years old are monolingual.
Table 2. Number of Languages spoken, per community, expressed in
percentages
No.
Lags
1
2
3
4

Winneba

Teshie

Dawhenya

Ningo

Kaseh

3.6%
69.5%
20.9%
5.5%

13.6%
62.6%
19.2%
4.6%

11%
29%
41%
19%

30.1%
30.1%
19.4%
20.4%

24.5%
44.1%
23.8%
7.7%

80
60
40

1

20

2

0

3
4

4. Findings
The results of the study are presented here under the
following headings:
• How many Ghanaian languages do you speak?
• Which Ghanaian Languages do you speak?
• Which Language did you learn to speak first?
• Which language do you use mostly at home?
• Which of these Languages do you use most often?
4.1. How Many Ghanaian Languages Do You S peak?
This question was designed to establish the ratio of
monolingual to bilingual speakers among the communities
under study. It is quite clear fro m the data presented in Table
2 (see also Figure 1) that the vast majority of the people
liv ing in Winneba (i.e. 96.4%) speak at least two languages.
By far, the largest number o f people (69.5%) speaks two
languages. For all practical purposes, therefore, Winneba can
be referred to as a bilingual society. With the exception of
subjects aged 61 and above, where the majority tends to
speak three languages, this observation holds true within the
age groups as well.
Data fro m the Ga-Dang me areas seem to point in the
direction of bilingualis m as well, though this phenomenon is
not as pronounced as in the Winneba area. The Teshie
figures, for instance, indicate that 86.4% of the people speak
two or more languages. As with Winneba, by far, the largest
number of Teshie people (62.6%) tends to speak two
languages. The picture is not that simple in the Dang me
speaking communit ies. In the Dawhenya commun ity, for
instance, the largest single group is trilingual with 41% of the
population, while in the Ningo community there are equal
numbers of mono linguals and bilinguals (30.1%). In the
Kasseh community, the bilinguals clearly have an edge over

Figure 1. Number of languages spoken per community, expressed as
percentages

4.2. Which Ghanaian Languages Do You Speak?
This Question sought to establish the actual Ghanaian
languages that are used in these communit ies. Results of this
exercise are presented in Table 3.
In Table 3, it is established that the vast majo rity of people
liv ing in Winneba (94%) speak Fante in addition to Effutu. A
quarter of these people (24.5%) actually speak a third
language in addition to Effutu and Fante. Interestingly, apart
fro m two infant monolinguals, the only other Effutu
speaking monolingual is in the 61 years and over age group.
All the other monolinguals in the Winneba commun ity use
Fante rather than Effutu.
In the Teshie Co mmunity, the most popular languages are
Ga and Twi. In fact, as many as 66.2% of the indigenes speak
Twi in addition to Ga. The single largest group is those who
are bilingual in Ga and Twi (49.5%). Like Teshie, the
Dawhenya co mmunity also prefers Twi as a second language
in that a hefty 73% speak Dangme and Twi. The two other
Dangme speaking commun ities display healthier ratios of
monolingual to bilingual speakers. For instance, the
monolingual Dang me speakers in Ningo form 30.1%; and in
Kasseh the monolingual Dangme speakers represent 20.3%
of the Co mmunity. While Twi was the second most popular
language in most of the Dangme co mmunit ies, it was
replaced by Ewe in the Kasseh Community where 39.2% of
the Co mmunity spoke Ewe in addition to Dang me. In terms
of monolingual usage, almost all monolingual speakers in
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the Ga and Dang me areas use the indigenous languages.
There are a few exceptions including one person in Kasseh
who is monolingual in the Ewe language.
Table 3. Languages spoken in the Community expressed in percentages
Language
Effutu
Ga
Dangme
Fante
T wi
Ewe
Effu &
Fan
Fan &
Othrs
Ga &
Dang
Ga & T wi
Ga &
Othrs
Dang &
T wi
Dang &
Ewe
Dang &
Othrs

Effutu

80
60

Ga

40

Dangme

20

Fante

Winneba
1.4%
--3.2%
---

Te shie
-13.1%
-----

Dawhenya
--9.0%
----

Ningo
--30.1%
----

Kaseh
--20.3%
--2.1%

93.6%

--

--

--

--

1.8%

--

--

--

--

--

8.6%

68.0%

23.7%

20.3%

--

66.2%

--

5.4%

--

4.4. Which Language Do You Use Mostly at Home?

--

28.8%

--

--

--

--

--

73.0%

28%

32.2%

This question seeks to establish the language used in the
home environ ment. Answers fro m the various communities
are shown in Table 5 and Figure 4.

--

--

--

6.4%

37.1%

--

--

9.0%

6.5%

--

4.3. Which Language Di d You Learn to S peak First.
Answers to the question ‘Which language did you learn to
speak first’ are presented in Table 4 and Figure 3. The
question was designed to establish the first language (L1) of
members of the various communit ies.
Table 4. Language First spoken by members of the Community expressed
in percentages
Language
Effutu
Ga
Dangme
Fante
T wi
Ewe
Others

100

Winneba
60.5%
1.4%
-37.7%
0.5%
---

Te shie
-87.9%
2.5%
-4.0%
4.5%
1.0%

Dawhenya
-7%
83%
1%
5%
2%
2%

Ningo
-2.2%
89.2%
1.1%
3.2%
4.3%
--

Kaseh
-1.4%
90.2%
-1.4%
4.2%
2.8%

Table 4 reveals that for the majority of people in the
Winneba community (60.5%), Effutu is indeed the first
language acquired. This is followed by Fante (37.7%)
Interestingly, the numbers fall as one goes down in age. For
instance, while appro ximately 90% of people in the
grandparent group learned Effutu first, Less than 50% of
those in the children group learned Effutu first.
Results of the GaDangme co mmunit ies indicate that the
overwhelming majority of indigenes acquire Ga and Dang me
as their first languages, starting from as much as 90.2% for
Kasseh Dangme to a low of 83% for Dawhenya Dangme.
The other Dangme Co mmunit ies are as fo llo ws: 89.2% for
Ningo, and 87.9% for Teshie Ga. Surprisingly, Ewe turned
out to be the second most popular first language acquired in
almost all the GaDangme speaking co mmun ities. Dawhenya,
where Twi came in second, is the only exception.

Twi

0

Ewe
Others
Figure 3. Language first spoken by members of the community expressed
percentages

Table 5. Languages mostly spoken at home expressed in percentages
Language
Effutu
Ga
Dangme
Fante
T wi
Ewe
Others

Winneba
59.5%
--40.5%
0.5%
-0.9%

Te shie
-72.7%
3.5%
1.0%
5.6%
2.5%
14.6%

Dawhenya
-6%
84%
-5%
-5%

Ningo
-1.1%
87.1%
1.1%
6.5%
3.2%
1.1%

Kaseh
-1.4%
94.4%
-1.4%
2.1%
0.7%

100
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60

Ga

40

Dangme

20

Fante

0

Twi
Ewe
Others

Figure 4. Languages mostly spoken at home expressed in percentages

In the Winneba co mmunity, the question ‘Which language
do you use mostly in your ho me?’ indicated that 59% o f the
people tend to use Effutu in the house. This is followed by
39% of those who use Fante. In fact, the data indicates that
the older people are more likely to use Effutu (77.8%) than
Fante (22.2%), wh ile the children tend to give equal time to
Effutu and Fante (see Figure 4).
In the Teshie community, as many as 72.7% of the people
claim to use Ga at ho me. This is followed by English and
Twi at 14.6% and 5.6%, respectively. Results from the
Dangme co mmun ities are not very different fro m those of
Teshie. In all cases, Dangme was the language of choice in
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the home (Dawhenya = 84%; Ningo = 87.1%; and Kasseh =
94.4%). In terms of a second language for the Dang me
homes, the results are mixed. The Dawhenya community
preferred Ga (6%), closely followed by Twi and English (5%
each). The Ningo co mmunity prefers Twi (6.5%), wh ile
Kasseh prefers Ewe (2.1%) followed by Twi.
4.5. Which Language Do You Use Most Often?
Answers to the question ‘Which language do you use
mostly in the ho me?’ are shown in Table 6 and Figure 5.
While question four seeks to establish the language used
in the home environ ment, question five seeks to establish the
language used most often inside and outside the home. Not
surprisingly, the language used most often by the Effutu
people of Winneba is Fante (72.9%). Qu ite surprisingly, only
about 10.7% of the children category (ages 0-30) use Effutu
as their primary language of co mmunication, leaving a hefty
93% that use Fante primarily (Table 5). Clearly, the W inneba
community may be described as being a bilingual one with
the new language (Fante) dominating.
Table 6. Languages most often spoken in the Community expressed in
percentages
Language
Effutu
Ga
Dangme
Fante
T wi
Ewe
Others

Winneba
26.8%
--73.2%
----

Te shie
-86.9%
-0.5%
6.6%
2.0%
4.0%

Dawhenya
-5%
82%
-9%
-4%

Ningo
-2.2%
82.8%
1.1%
8.6%
4.3%
11.1%

Kaseh
-10.7%
95.1%
--2.8%
1.4%

100
80
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60
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40

Dangme

20

Fante

0

Twi
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Figure 5. Languages most often spoken in the Community expressed in
percentage

The Teshie respondents overwhelmingly claim Ga as the
language used most often in and outside the home.
Interestingly, however, among the ch ild ren’s category the
figure stands at 91.4% wh ile the parents and grandparents
categories claimed 100% Ga usage. In the Dang me
communit ies the situation is as follows: 82% of people in
Dawhenya use Dangme most often, followed by 9% who use
Twi; 82.8% of people in Ningo use Dangme most often,
followed by 8.6% who use Twi; follo wed by 3.3% who use
Ga; and 95.1% of people in Kasseh use Dangme most often,
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followed by 2.8% who use Ewe. It is evident that unlike the
situation in Winneba, the GaDang me co mmunit ies can only
be described as bilingual co mmunit ies with the indigenous
language being the dominant one.

5. Discussion of Results
This Section is an attempt to discuss the current data in
relation to the scenario presented in Section 1.0 regarding
language endangerment and, ultimately, loss. It has been
suggested that in terms of the generations, the usual trend is
as follows:
• Grandparents speak only the traditional language;
• Parents speak both the native language and the
language of assimilation, and
• Their Children become monolingual in the assimilated
language.
Answers to the question “Which of these languages did
you speak first?” indicate that there are definite signs of
language shift in all the co mmunities under study. The rate of
shift varies fro m one commun ity to another. In terms of first
language acquisition across the generations, the situation is
as indicated in Table 7 and Figure 6.
Table 7. Percentage of Indigenes that Acquire the Traditional Language as
L1
Generations
(Age G.)

(0-30yrs)
(31-50)
(51+)

Languages
Winneba
Effutu
52.7%
58.3%
88.9%

Teshie
Ga
82.9%
93.5%
97.1%

Dawhenya
Dangme
78.1%
88.5%
100%

Ningo
Dangme
81.8%
88.5%
100%

Kaseh
Dangm
85.1%
92.9%
100%

Children = 0-30; Parents = 21-50; Grandparents = 51+ yrs

The pattern clearly indicates language loss through the
generations. The details of this phenomenon are discussed in
the sections below.
5.1. The Awutu-Effutu Language
Of the six communities under study, the Effutu dialect of
the Awutu-Effutu language is clearly the most endangered.
Less and less indigenous Winneba children are acquiring
Effutu as a first language, opting instead for Fante. Similarly,
Fante seems to be the language of choice in these children’s
environment (ho me, school, church, etc.). The fact that the
indigenes are clearly outnumbered by the immigrants will
seem to be responsible for this phenomenon.
Clearly, Effutu is losing grounds to Fante. Winneba
children are not using the Effutu language because some
parents prefer speaking to their ch ild ren in Fante rather than
the indigenous language. The end result is quite predictable.
It leads to language death. It will not be unfair to say that the
language may not be around in the next century. With the
demise of the language, the culture of its people also dies
with it. This further leads to loss of resources, including
opportunity for the scientific study of human speech
communicat ion.
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5.2. The Ga-Dang me Language
As far as the Ga language is concerned, Table 7 indicates
that the Teshie commun ity also shows a trend towards
language shift though the phenomenon is not as radical as
that of the Winneba community. Th is is understandable in
the sense that the community is lodged in the center of other
Ga-speaking
commun ities.
The
pressure
from
non-Ga-speaking immig rant families is quite remarkable. In
fact, there are non-Ga-speaking tenants in almost every
household.
120
100
80
60
40
20
0

0-30yrs
31-50yrs
51+yrs

Figure 6. Percentage of indigenes that acquire the traditional language as
L1

Data fro m the Dang me co mmun ities indicate that only two
generations ago, everybody in these communit ies acquired
Dangme as a first language. This situation is gradually
changing such that about one generation ago 88.5% of
Dawhenya, 81.8% of Ningo, and 92% of Kasseh spoke
Dangme as a first language. Co mpare this with the current
generation where only 78% of Dawhenya, 88.5% of Ningo
and 85% of Kasseh acquired Dangme as a first language.
The current trends in language acquisition clearly point to
the process of language shift. There is no doubt that Ga and
Dangme are both losing grounds to Twi and Ewe. There is
reason to worry about the situation in Dawhenya, in
particular. This is because in the past five years a major
university campus has been located in this hitherto small
farming settlement. With the establishment of the campus
came an influ x of many non-Ga-Dang me speakers into the
community. The majo rity o f these newco mers are
Twi-speaking followed by Ewe speakers. The current trend
indicates that in the next 10 years, the indigenous
Ga-Dangme people will form less than half of the population
of the co mmunity. This is co mparable to the situation that the
Effutus of Winneba are in at the mo ment.
The results of the Effutu study are not very different fro m
the data that has been collated thus far fro m the other
language communit ies under study. The language situation
in these communities can best be described as diglossic,
since the people often use a second language (mostly Twi,
Fante or Ewe) in the official aspects of their lives such as,
education, business and, sometimes, even religion wh ile
relegating the indigenous language to the homes. When one
considers the fact that most of the indigenous languages are

not the languages of choice even in domestic activities, one
can see the extent of the threat.
All indications are that Ahanta and Nzema are both losing
grounds to Fante. Larteh and Kyerepong seem to be losing
grounds to Twi. Ga and Dang me are both losing to Twi. The
situation in the Togo-Mountain languages, namely Avatime,
Logba, Santrokofi, Siwu and the others, is a complex one
that will be examined in a forthcoming paper. Mostly, Ewe is
putting pressure on the languages in the southern parts of the
mountains while Twi is exerting p ressure on those in the
northern parts. In a few cases, however, pressure is being
exerted by both Twi and Ewe on the same language.
Somehow, the nu mber of speakers have not changed much
since 1922 when Westermann first brought the plight of
these languages to public attention. It is possible that the
highlands that enclose these communit ies and which prevent
constant influ x o f non-indigenes may be responsible for this
paradox. Crystal’s argument, cited earlier in Section 1, about
number o f speakers would be certainly quite appropriate here
in the sense that these are isolated communit ies.
The Nzema situation is another complex one in the sense
that it is taught all the way to the tertiary level and also serves
as one of the six media languages. These two facts
notwithstanding, it is still being threatened by Fante. A more
detailed study than the present one is underway to determine
the nature of this language shift. It is important to point out
that as surprising as the Nzema situation is the one of
Dangme, the language that is ranked third by population size
of indigenous speakers. Apparently, in this case, the attitudes
speakers play a larger role in the perceived language shift
than any other phenomenon. This situation contrasts very
sharply with that of a few of the Togo-Mountain languages
that have remained in use nearly two centuries after they had
been cited with less than six thousand speakers each. These
two contrasting situations will be given more attention in the
next paper. Obviously, the fact that a language has a large
number of indigenous speakers does not really matter as far
as language endangerment is concerned.

6. Conclusions
The situation in the Ga and Dang me co mmun ities
indicates that less and less children in the peri-urban
communit ies are acquiring the traditional languages as a first
language. The results also indicate that the closer a
community is to an urban center, the less likely it is fo r its
children to acquire the indigenous language. The Effutu data
(and to some extent the Dangme data fro m Dawhenya) adds
a different dimension in the sense that the indigenes are
being displaced by a neighboring language.
Ev idently, a lot of the indigenous languages of Ghana are
in danger and could even be lost in the next few generations.
The question then is, “What measures should we put in place
to curb this trend?” A number of solutions come into mind.
These include taking another look at the country’s language
policy as well as reviewing the choice of “media languages”.
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All in all, a conscious effort must be made by all concerned
to maintain the various languages. But a lot depends on the
native speakers themselves who must be emotionally
attached enough to be willing to stand up for their native
languages. (Weinreich labels this phenomenon as “Language
Loyalty” and equates it to “Nat ionalis m”.) For language
educators such as the present authors, the task becomes quite
challenging. Special efforts could be made by this category
of Ghanaians to run short programs in a number of
endangered Ghanaian languages such as Efutu. In the
absence of any comprehensive language maintenance plan,
efforts must be made to keep adequate linguistic records of
the smaller languages of Ghana. That is all that may remain
behind when the present trend is allowed to run its course.
The authors intend concentrate the next phase of the
research on the Ahanta and Nzema area because the Region
(Western Region) is the one that is currently recording the
fastest population growth as a result of recent offshore oil
find and subsequent drilling. Since these, especially Ahanta,
are smaller languages to start with the sudden influ x of
people fro m other language commun ities (led by Akan) is
expected to have negative impact on their maintenance.
The Ga-Dangme people of Ghana boast of some of the
world ’s richest culture, including the quite elegant so-called
“six-cloth” wedding ceremony. Like the Ga-Dang me people,
a number of the language communities under study have
beautiful cultures that are show-cased on the Country’s TV
programs as well as tourist literature. Considering the fact
that language loss is always accompanied by loss of the
culture, it behooves all well mean ing Ghanaians and
linguists, in particular, to do all they can to prevent the
extinction of the country’s endangered languages.
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