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Abstract

Recent researches have focused on the use of address and reference terms in
several social settings. The present study contributes to these works by ex-
amining the use of address terms in classroom interactions at the University
of Cape Coast. Using a face-to-face interview and audio recording, this work
examined address terms used among students and lecturers in real time situa-
tions. A total of 35 recorded lectures, coupled with interviews, were obtained
and transcribed for the analysis. The analysis showed that students usually
used title + last names (TLN), honorifics (Hon), and sometimes avoidance
strategies when addressing lecturers in class. On the other hand, lecturers
usually use first names (FN), nicknames, and also sometimes avoidance strat-
egies when addressing students. The study has shown that the T/V distinction
argued by Brown and Gilman (1960) is present in tertiary address systems in
Ghana. In general, this work has pedagogical implications for sociolinguistic
studies and other internal academic policies.
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1. Introduction

Forms of address and terms of reference are complicated terms in English and,
indeed, in many other languages. The choice of address terms and reference
terms is determined by several factors, ranging from religion, social and eco-
nomic status of the participants in the social interactions, and also by social re-
strictions and religious taboos. The degrees of familiarity and formality between
the speakers as well as the complex structure of society itself have contributed to
the development of several forms of address. In recent years, there has been a

growing interest in the relationship between linguistics and anthropology and a
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number of studies have been made to develop an ethnological approach to the
semantic analysis of certain categories of lexical items as kinship, colour and
food.

The way we address someone directly and how we refer to the same person in
his/her absence are not always the same. The use of direct address formulae is
most often governed by the relationship between the two participants: the speak-
er and the hearer. When choosing a term of reference, however, the speaker not
only has to take into account his/her relationship with the hearer, but also he/she
has to decide on how to present the referent in an appropriate manner. Both di-
rect address and reference terms have been largely studied from a pragmatic and
sociolinguistic point of view. Studies that have presented politeness as an integral
factor that influences people’s choice vary across the various linguistic fields.

Establishing social relationship between individuals is perhaps the first step to
every communicative event. To do so, people may choose different techniques to
open and further maintain, or close conversations. One important issue in stud-
ying communication is to learn how individuals manage to open conversations
or how people address one another in a given language. A key human verbal be-
haviour in social interaction involves naming practices, which are more specifi-
cally and often considered in sociolinguistics as address terms and reference terms.
An address term is seen as a linguistic expression used by interactants to desig-
nate each other in a one-on-one dyadic relationship (Oyetade, 1995). A refer-
ence term, however, is used to designate a human referent who is either present
or not in a communicative encounter; it is usually nominative, rather than voca-
tive. According to Dickey (1997), the linguistic item used to talk about a person
in his/her absence (i.e., reference term) is not always the same as the one used to
address him/her in a one-on-one encounter (i.e., address term).

The use of address terms manifests in so many different circles from social,
political, religious and of course, academic circles. In the academic setting, class-
room discourse has peculiar features which characterise its uniqueness. Among
the characteristics are language choices and the power dynamics that hold mainly
between students and lecturers. Clark and Clark (2008) note that a classroom
discourse describes what happens in the classroom and it is an intricate so-
cio-cultural process that involves techniques of meaning construction in the de-
velopment of students’ social identities. Teachers in the classrooms have a role to
play as far as teaching and learning are concerned. This is because they control
the learning objectives, styles and activities, and this ultimately affects the power
relations and the address terms that are used in these settings. Therefore, it is of
major importance to consider the roles and communication of teachers and stu-

dents in the classroom.

1.1. Address Terms in Academic Interactions

The literature on address terms, following Brown and Gilman (1960), tradition-
ally acknowledges a binary distinction between V-forms and T-forms to indicate

formal and informal strategies of address. In this regard, English constitutes an
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exception amongst European languages for its lack of a T/V dichotomy in the
pronominal system and of a grammatical codification of politeness in its verbs
(Helmbrecht, 2013). For Cook (2014), the second-person pronoun you epito-
mises neutrality (N) in address in the framework of analysis. Similarly, Clyne
(2009: p. 38) maintain that you is a default neutral pronoun that “fulfils the
functions of both T and V without being the equivalent of either”. In the view of
Wierzbicka (2003: p. 47), “[t]he English you keeps everybody at a distance”
though not to the same extent as V-pronouns in other languages. In the aca-
demic context, the pronoun you can be exploited as an effective alternative to a
formal title and an informal first name when addressing a lecturer. This strategy
of avoidance in address practice is only apparently neutral, as the deliberate
choice not to commit to either of the nominal forms offered by teachers may ac-
tivate pragmatic inferences or feed asymmetry in classroom relations (Formen-
telli, 2009).

The T/V dichotomy in English is encoded lexically by means of nominal
forms that can be ordered along a scale of respect/distance and intimacy/familiarity:
from honorifics (sir, madam/ma’am), personal or professional titles (Mr, Mrs,
Ms, professor, doctor) generally followed by a last name or a full name, to first
names and nicknames, and the large category of familiarisers to endearment
terms (mate, buddy, guys, honey, sweetheart, love) (cf. Biber et al., 1999; Dun-
kling, 1990). To cite a significant example, the exchange of first names among
newly acquainted people is now considered the norm in American English
(Murray, 2002), while in British society it may still be perceived as awkward and
inappropriate, especially by older generations (Bargiela et al., 2002).

One of the classic studies in the field of terms of address are those of Brown
and Gilman (1960), and Brown and Ford (1961). In the former study, Brown
and Gilman worked on Indo-European, and specifically Western European lan-
guages (French, German, Spanish, and Italian). They assumed that these lan-
guages have pronouns which could be used by participants in communication.
They proposed the symbols 7'and V (from Latin #uz and vos), with T'standing for
the “familiar” second person pronoun and Vfor the “polite” one in any language
(Brown & Gilman, 1960). In doing so, they highlighted the two important as-
pects of speakers’ relations, power and solidarity, with regard to the choice of
address terms.

The term “power semantic” is introduced, particularly, to explain how in the
Middle Ages European 77V pronouns were used differently by speakers. When
inferiors addressed superiors, they used V as a means of showing politeness and
respect, and 7'was used by superiors to address inferiors. The authors claimed
that this kind of non-reciprocity and asymmetry relationship, which was com-
mon up to the 19th century, reflects the social life of those periods. By contrast,
there was a reciprocity and symmetry relationship when members of the same
group addressed each other. Upper class interlocutors usually used V for each
other, and lower-class speakers addressed each other with 7. They thus believed
that power has many bases: “physical strength, wealth, age, sex, institutionalized
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role in the church, the state, the army, or within the family” (Brown & Gilman,
1960: p. 255). The results of their study show that the most common forms of
address are the first name (FN) and the title plus last name (TLN) in American
English which is contrary to Murphy (1988). They also found intimacy and sta-
tus between interlocutors as the two major factors influencing the choice of the
address terms. While FN was found to be reciprocal in most cases, TLN did oc-
cur at least at the beginning of acquaintance.

Bargiela et al. (2002), in their investigation of naming strategies in intercultur-
al business encounters, focus on the frequent use of first names and informality
on the part of English native speakers in addressing non-acquainted people. The
authors claim that such politeness strategies of involvement are “an indicator of
ease of communication with strangers” (2002: 1) for many British and American
speakers. These strategies, however, can be offensive if employed in interactions
with people from other linguistic and cultural backgrounds. In this paper, they
argue that the growing informality of address in institutional encounters is rela-
tively recent in the United Kingdom and is part of the process of Americanization
of British culture.

They believe that not all British people are comfortable with the use of reci-
procal first names in initial encounters and that this practice is still considered
inappropriate by many speakers. As for the domain of academic interactions,
Bargiela et al. (2002) suggest that the use of reciprocal first name with lecturers is
common in British universities, but some students are not comfortable with it
and find it too familiar. Hence, a certain amount of dispreference and resistance
on the part of students in the use of informality in the classroom have been reg-
istered by students. This would contrast with one of the main points of Brown
and Gilman’s model, namely the rapid switch to mutual informal address. More-
over, it would necessarily require a revision of the distribution of power in the
dyad, with a reassessment of the role of less powerful participants in regulating
the evolution of the relationship towards informality.

Mclntire (1972) found that students mostly preferred zero address terms
when addressing lecturers, with only a few instances of TLN. She explained the
use of zero address terms as symptomatic of confusion of norms. Murphy (1988)
used questionnaires to elicit the kind of reference terms used by undergraduate
university students in Brown University for faculty members and colleague stu-
dents. He found that the speakers’ choice of the terms was significantly influ-
enced by factors such as speaker-referent relationship, addressee-referent rela-
tionship, and the presence of bystanders. He observed that a speaker would often
shift from his or her original choice of reference term in order to adopt a term
used by his addressee.

Formentelli (2009) attempted to find out whether the use the address terms by
members of faculty and students in a British University was culturally influ-
enced. His study largely confirmed some of the previous studies. His study
however showed the presence of power, for example, vertical relationships such

as student-lecturer interaction as significant influence on the choice of the ad-
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dress terms. That is, students often used Title (T)/Last Name (LN) as address
terms generally for faculty members and First Name (FN) minimally as a refer-
ence term or what he describes as usage in “delayed time”.

Afful and Mwinlaaru (2012) focused on the address and reference terms stu-
dents used for faculty members in a Ghanaian University context. Their result
shows that students used three principal forms of address, namely; titles, kinship
terms, nicknames as well as personal names when addressing faculty members.
One other important thing they observed was that address terms and reference
terms functioned as symbols of domination and resistance to domination as well

as markers of identities constructed by students.

1.2. Objective

The aim of this study was to find out the type of address and reference terms
used in classroom discourse between lecturers and students of the University of
Cape Coast in Ghana. The study also sought to find out how power dynamics
and relationship that exist between the lecturers and students influenced the

choice of the address terms.

1.3. Research Questions

The study was guided by the following questions:

1) What types of address and reference terms are used by lecturers and stu-
dents during classroom discourse at the University of Cape Coast?

2) How does power/relationship influence the choice of the address and the

reference terms?

2. Methodology

The data were taken from 150 participants through interview and observation.
Both sessions were audio recorded. Thirty (30) participants each from the five
colleges of the university, which constitute 150 participants were selected ran-
domly for the study. From the 150 participants, 120 were students, while the rest
30 were lecturers and instructors (the teaching assistants, MPhil and PhD stu-
dents contracted to assist in teaching in the departments). Thirty-five (35) lec-
tures in total were recorded by the researchers themselves and by some students,
mostly surreptitiously to avoid the observer’s paradox. These students usually sat
in front of the class so that they could clearly record the lectures. It is important
however to note that all the lecturers were given prior notice before the record-
ings of the various lectures. But at the time of the recording, the lecturers were
not aware. For the recordings, a digital audio recorder was used most of the time
but on the days where there were multiple lectures running simultaneously, an-
droid mobile phones were used to supplement the audio recorders. These phones
recorded clearly enough and the recordings we got from them were not different
from the ones from the sound recorder. In addition to the recordings, interviews

were conducted to give a first-hand account of the power dynamics between the
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teaching staff and the students and reasons behind the choice of the address
terms in the classroom. The interviews also helped us understand the dynamics
and the thoughts, knowledge and consciousness people have when using the ad-
dress terms. For the interview, we randomly selected 120 students and 30 lectur-
ers and interviewed them. The respondents were asked simple questions, for
example about how they addressed their lecturers, instructors and students dur-

ing lectures and why they addressed them so.

Data Analysis

The data were analysed using both qualitative and quantitative methods. The
recorded lectures and the interviews were transcribed manually. The transcripts
were randomly selected and rechecked independently to ascertain if they matched
the audio recordings and the field notes to maintain strict accuracy. This method
allowed us to get responses from the participants knowledge on the address
terms and the reference terms they used during the classroom interactions. In
addition to this, we used statistics to find out the frequencies of the terms used
by the respondents. That is, the statistical part was done using simple statistics
such as percentages in order to know how the terms varied among the respon-
dents. These were supplemented by an IBM SPSS software version 26, which was
used in analysing the collected data quantitatively. Field notes were also used but

the analysis focused mainly on the participants’ responses.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Addressing Lecturers by Students

This section discusses the type of address terms used by students for their lec-
turers during classroom interactions at the University of Cape Coast. From the
data we identified four main address terms used by students for lecturers during
classroom interactions at the university. We identified for example, 1) title + last
name (TLN), 2) first name (FN), 3) honorific/Title Only (HON) and 4) avoid-
ance of address term, called zero address term. The details of these are given be-
low. We noticed that students at the University of Cape Coast generally ad-
dressed their lecturers during classroom interactions using honourifics or Title
Only such as “Sir” and “Madam”, Professor (Prof), Doctor (Dr). For example,
out of the 130 students interviewed for the study, 87 of them representing 67%
reported to have used the honorifics “Sir”, “Madam”, Dr or Prof, to address lec-
turers in the classroom. It appears most of the students preferred this strategy
than all the other address terms. Both the recordings and the interviews have
shown that students prefer to use honourific terms for their lectureres. For in-
stance, most of the students interviewed reported that they were used to ad-
dressing thier teachers using honourifcis since primary schools and it is threfore
normal for them to address lectureres at the university with honourific terms.
There were some few variations in the use of these terms though. In some cases,

some of the students said they used the honorific plus the first name, for exam-
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ple, Madam/Sir plus the first name of the person. This was very few since only
two (2) respondents reported this incidence. One of the students had this to say
on the use of honorifics.

Extract 1. In class, I always call my lecturers “sir’ or “madam’. This is because
when you call them like that, you don’t have to think about being disrespectful
since they all like it. Sometimes, I also call them “sir’” because I don’t know the
real names of the lecturers so I say “sir’” or “madam’” to prevent all these things.
(Male Students, History)

Another address strategy we identified in the data was the use of “zero address
terms”. Many linguists called these “Avoidance terms”. For instance, instead of
students using first name which is common among students in the USA, or title
plus surname of the lecturer, a lot of the students reported they preferred to use
actions, clauses or phrases such as raising their hand, or adding a phrase or a
clause to this action, for example, “excuse me”, “hello”, followed by a question’
or “I have a question”. Here out of the 130 respondents, 30, representing 23%
said they used this strategy. Most of them however said they never thought that
this was an address strategy. They just thought it was a way of just asking ques-
tions. One student said the following in an interview:

Extract 2. Ej, I didn’t know that was an address strategy o. All that I knew was
that when I raised my hand in class, I only wanted the teacher to notice that I
have a question, not that I was addressing him. But I like doing that a lot and so
from now, I will know that I am addressing my teachers when I do this. (Female
Student, English)

The use of Honourifics to address senior members or lecturers is not new.
Mclntire (1972), for example observed that students mostly preferred zero ad-
dress terms when addressing lecturers, with only a few instances of TLN. But she
believe that the use of zero address terms is a symptomatic of confusion of
norms. According to Formentelli (2009), the use of avoidance in address term is
neutral; it is a deliberate choice not to commit to either of the nominal forms of-
fered by teachers. Its usage may activate pragmatic inferences or feed asymmetry
in classroom relations. Students at the University of Cape Coast do not only ad-
dress their lecturers using honourifics alone.

We also observed that a few of the students used first name (FN) to address
their respective lecturers. It is important we note that the use of first names of
the lecturers was very limited. A lot of the students felt that the use of this term
was a sign of disrespect. In Ghanaian culture, it is a taboo for a younger person
to address an older person with their first name and we are therefore not sur-
prised about the result. Bargiela et al. (2002) believe that the use of first name to
people, especially strangers is frowned upon in the United Kingdom as many
people consider it inappropriate. A student from the Department of English had
this to say: Extract 2: “J have never used the first name of the lecturers to call
them. Eei, I am even afraid. Someone has gone to study like this and me I will

call him ‘Kwame?” (Male student, English) Other extracts below confirm this.
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Extract 3. I always try to call them “Doctor’ or “Professor’ if the person is one
of them. I don’ t want to offend anybody at all. (Male Student, Chemistry)

Extract 4. I don’t like calling lecturers by their first name. No, I dorr’t like it. If
they are doctors then I go as Doctor Armah. It will be weird if I call someone like
Doctor Armah, just Armah. It will be too heavy in my mouth. (Female student,
Social Science)

This brings us to another address term used by the students. Some of the stu-
dents reported to use title plus last name (TLN) for the lecturers. The use of this
term, just like the use of first name, appears to be very limited in the data. Many
of the students believed they were not comfortable calling their lecturers by their
first names. For example, of the 130 students interviewed, only 5 respondents
representing 6.5% stated that they addressed their lecturers using title plus last
name. This has been confirmed by the recordings we got during lectures. Some
of these titles they used include “Professor”, “Doctor” and Mister. Most of the
students stated that the distance between them and the lecturers does not allow
them to call the lecturers with their first names. Some mentioned that maybe
outside the classroom, “If someone is close to the lecturer, they could use the FN
but in the lecture room, they have no right to do that”. Some of the respondents
stated the following:

Extract 5. Oh no! How can you call your lecturer with his first name? You are
not his mates and even if you are very free with him, you can’'t use his first name
to call him in class. Sometimes, some of the lecturers even say that students
should use their first names to call them but me I cannot. It is disrespectful for
me so me I dor’'t use. (Female Student, English)

The responses provided by students on how they addressed lecturers in the
University of Cape Coast are summarised in the Table 1 below:

In order to confirm the use of these terms, we interviewed some of the lectur-
ers. This was to find out their views on how students addressed them in the
classroom. Some of the lecturers also mentioned that the avoidance of the use of
first name, for instance, could be as a result of the Ghanaian culture of politeness
and our cultural values. The following comments were made by some lecturers:

Extract 6. Well, I think very few students call me by my first name. I dor’t re-
ally care if they call me that but very few of them actually do. Usually, they call
me Doctor or Sir. (Male lecturer, Social Science)

Extract 7. Oh, I tell them to call me (mentions first name) but they dor’t. They
tend to call me Doctor or Madam. Occasionally, some of them even called me
Professor. (Female lecturer, Arts)

It is clear that students used different terms such as FN, TLN, HON and Zero

address term when addressing their lecturers during classroom interactions.

Table 1. Addressing lecturers by students.

HON/Title Only TLN AVOIDANCE FN

87 respondents 67% 8 respondents 6.1% 30 respondents 23.1% 5 respondents 3.8%
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However, the use of Honourifics appears to be dominant among all of these. The
use of FN is infrequent and is perceived as abnormal by the majority of infor-

mants, since it signals an increase in familiarity.

3.2. Addressing Nonlecturers by Students

Students of the University of Cape Coast are not only taught by lecturers. As said
earlier in this work, students are also taught by graduate teaching assistants (e.g.
MPhil and PhD) whom the university engages to teach. Interestingly, the ad-
dress terms used by students for these instructors were different from those of
the lecturers. In most cases, the students are seen to be closer to the instructors
than the lecturers. This means that they are more comfortable around the in-
structors than they are with the lecturers. Their closeness with the instructors are
seen in the types of address terms the students used for the instructors. The res-
pondents were also asked to describe how they referred to some of these in-
structors during classroom interactions. Their responses are summarised in the
Table 2 below:

The information in Table 2 shows a different picture from the address strate-
gies students used for the lecturers. The choice of the address terms used to ad-
dress non-lecturers during classroom interactions though are not quite different
from those of lecturers, their percentages differ. From the table, we see that the
use of avoidance terms and fort name appear to be dominant among the four
terms. Even though they also used honourific term, the choice was not as high as
it was with the lecturers. The dominant use of first names for nonlecturers could
be that the students are closer to the non-lecturers than to lecturers. The stu-
dents are very close to the nonlecturers and so used a more friendly types of the
address terms mainly the first names of the instructors. Another thing that stood
out in the use of the address terms for the two groups of teachers in the Univer-
sity of Cape Coast is the high usage of avoidance strategies. Most of the students
preferred to use the avoidance terms. This appears to be used a lot since most of
the students feel they do not have to think about the right terms to use before
addressing them. On the use of the FN, most of the students said it was not in-
tentional but the reason for the usage was mainly because of how the instructors
were first introduced or how they introduced themselves when they come to the
class. One of the students had this to say:

Extract 8. It depends on how they ve [i.e. instructors] been introduced. Usually
Iif they' ve introduced themselves by their first name, I'll call them by their
first name, otherwise if d be doctor or mister if that s how they ve been introduced.

(Male student, Mathematics)

Table 2. Addressing nonlecturers/instructors by students.

HON TLN AVOIDANCE FN
34 respondents 6 respondents 49 respondents 41 respondents
representing (26.2%) representing 4.6% representing 37.7% representing (50%)
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It is clear that students employ different address terms during classroom inte-
ractions to address both lecturers and non-lecturers. But the choice depends on
the relationship between the students and the instructor. We have observed that
in classroom interactions, lecturers with higher academic qualifications were
addressed generally with honourifics or Title only, while nonlecturers who are
lower in rank than lecturers were addressed generally with first names and
avoidance terms. Below are some of the excerpts from the recordings:

Extract 9. Sir, is there a way the plants can reproduce in a low to medium en-
closed garden? (Student to lecturer)

To explain this further, a list of some of the address terms recorded in the au-
dio are presented below:

Table 3 has shown the live recordings of some of the address terms used by
students for their lecturers and nonlecturers during some of the interactions in
the classrooms. The next section discusses how lecturers addressed students dur-

ing lectures.

3.3. Addressing Students by Lecturers

Power dynamic in this current discussion is also vertical, but this time from a
higher rank to lower one. Here, the lecturers have more power than the students
and so this is seen in how the lecturers addressed the students. Both the inter-
view and the lectures recorded have shown that lecturers at the University of
Cape Coast generally addressed students in the classroom using their first names.
But we noticed also that they made use of the avoidance strategy just like the
students, although the expressions they used were somehow different. For ex-
ample, we observed terms such as young man, course rep, young lady, swee-
theart, and so on. These phrases might perhaps be employed by the lecturers
who might not know the names of the students. The use of the avoidance strate-
gy creates a kind of familiarity between the lecturers and the students and is thus
more informal than the others. The extracts below illustrate some of these:

Extract 10. Some lecturers go like “young lady” though no one will turn around.
(Female student, Business)

Extract 11. I know a lecturer who would always say “young man” or “young
lady” when they don’t know the name of the student. (Male student, French)

Extract 12. OA, it is normal for some of the lecturers to call you with an en-
dearment term or even your complexion. Some lecturers usually call females
“sweetheart’ or even “the fair coloured lady” Students see these to be normal
and sometimes even funny. (Female student, English)

The use of these terms may be influenced by personal relationships that exist
between students and lecturers. They could also be used to make the students
feel good so that they could answer the questions or performed the tasks they
were given. The use of the terms again show a good level of informality between
students and lecturers in the academic setting at the University. This means that

the strict way of life that was in the universities some years ago is gradually being
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Table 3. Addressing lecturers and nonlecturers by students.

Address Terms Examples
TLN Prof. K., Prof. K.K,, Prof. O.A,, Dr. K.B,, Dr. AM.,, Mr. N,, Mr. A.
HON, Title Only HON + FN  Sir, Madam, Prof,, Dr., Sir A, Madam D, etc.
FN Maxwell, Fifi, Baah, Kwame, Hannah, Genevieve, etc.

Excuse me Sir, I have a question, Please, I have a question, students

AVOIDANCE raised hand, etc.

Table 4. Addressing students by lecturers.

Address Terms Examples

First Names  Georgina, Nana, Afrakomaa, Pokuah, Adu, Nana Takyia, Musah, etc.

Course rep, group leader, the tall guy, guys, fair girl, sweetheart, dada cash, young

Avoidance
man, lady, the one who has raised the hand, the one sitting on the left, etc.

reduced. An interview with some lecturers on their choice of these address terms
confirms this:

Extract 14. I usually call my students with their first names because I feel that
is the best thing to do. I can’'t call them by honorifics. It will be weird to call a
student Mr Boah. So for me, that is the normal way to go. (Male Lecturer,
French)

Extract 15. Interesting, I tend to use a lot of address terms for my students.
Sometimes, you can hear me calling some ladies “red girl’ or “charcoal girl’. My
students know it is a joke so we all go with it. There are also cases I call some
students “rastafarians’, especially the guys but like the females, they all know it
is a joke so no one takes it personal. (Lecturer, Business)

It is clear from the above discussion, that the academic setting has made cer-
tain address terms normal and so most of the students and lecturers abide by
them. In some cases too, the lecturers and students used their personal terms to
address each other. Usually, all of them accepted and understood them, so there
were no issues and problems involved. There were also other informal expres-
sions that were used occasionally. Some of these are presented in the Table 4
below:

The use of first names to address people generally reduces the interpersonal
relationships between people (Formentelli, 2009; Afful & Mwinlaaru, 2012).
Thus students avoid these awkward feelings and go for the more formal one

while lectures, go for the informal ones.

4. Conclusion

This paper examined address terms used during classroom interactions between
students and lecturers at the University of Cape Coast. It further looked at how
power and relationship influenced the use of the address terms. The study has
revealed four principal address terms: 1) Honourific or Title only, 2) First name,

3) Title plus last name and 4) zero address term (avoidance term) used during
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classroom interactions between students of University of Cape Coast and their
teaching staff. We noticed that the kind of address terms used by students to ad-
dress their lecturers in the classroom was different from those used by lecturers
for their students. For example, we observed that students mostly addressed
their lecturers using honourific or Title only and zero address term or what is
called avoidance term. The use of first names and titles plus last names was very
infrequent. For example, only a few students reported having used these terms
for the lecturers. For nonlecturers, most of the students reported having used
their first names and avoidance terms. No students used Title only or Title plus
last name to address nonlecturers. Lecturers however addressed their students
mainly using their first names and avoidance term. No lecturer used Title only
or Title plus last name to address their students. It, therefore, appears that the
use of avoidance term was dominant among all the people.

The obvious reason for the choice of some of the terms, for example, the use
of the honourific or Title only was cultural. The choice was also significantly in-
fluenced by the kind of relationship between the interactants. In Ghanaian cul-
ture, for example, a younger person is expected to address an older person ac-
cording to his or her status or title and not his or her first name. An older per-
son, on the other hand, could address a younger person with his or her first
name. Since lecturers are older and higher in status than the students, it is pru-
dent that they are addressed accordingly and vice versa. We also noticed that the
use of honourific or Title only was due to the fact that in Ghana many students
address their teachers with honourific from basic schools. Since they are used to
this term from their early stage of education, it becomes easier to use it even at a
higher level of their education.

The reason for the use of avoidance term was however different. We observed
that students avoided any of the terms and resorted to the zero term if they did
not know the lecturers’ academic qualifications. The use of the avoidance term
was therefore to prevent embarrassment. They did not want to address their
lecturers using inappropriate terms, so they resorted to the use of phrases and
clauses instead. A lot of the students reported that with the use of the avoidance
term, they did not have to think about the status of the lecturer before address-
ing him or her. The reason for using the zero term by lecturers for their students
was interestingly different. For instance, the use of the zero term by lecturers was
believed, bridged the gap between the lecturers and their students. It makes the
relationship between the lecturers and their students closer.

It is clear that the kind of address terms used between lecturers and students
during classroom interactions in the university will significantly depend on two
things: 1) culture and 2) relationship. We noticed that Ghanaian culture signifi-
cantly influences the way individuals are addressed in Ghana and this has impli-
cations for how lecturers and students addressed one another in the classroom.
The asymmetrical relationship exists in the Ghanaian cultural system and it ex-
tends to the academic setting. The address terms express unequal levels of for-

mality and informality in the relationship between students and teachers in the
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classroom. This inequality is however, seen to be normal to the two parties in-
volved in the classroom. Students and faculty members try to negotiate around
this principle in the choices they make regarding the address practices in the
classrooms at the university. That is, both the students and the teaching staff are
aware of each other’s face needs and are cautious about saving it. They, there-
fore, try as much as possible to use the best polite system that is available to
them at any particular point in time.

Finally, employing gestures as a form of address signals the uneven distribu-
tion of power in the dyad and of the hierarchical structure of academic interac-

tions.
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