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Abstract: This paper deals with the impact of the Rayyan Dialect (RD) variations and the influence of 

Amharic on the Medium of Instruction (MOI), particularly in Alamatan primary schools. The study is 

mainly concerned with the description of the linguistic disparities between the RD and Standard Tigrinya 

(ST) and analysis of linguistic interferences of the RD and Amharic into the ST. It is also aimed at 

pointing out the impacts of the linguistic disparities between the two varieties and the influence of 

Amharic on the LOI, at assessing the attitudes of the students of Alamatan primary schools towards ST as 

LOI, and at suggesting some measures, which can possibly solve or reduce the impacts. In order to 

achieve these objectives, a questionnaire, interview, a writing test and personal classroom observations 

have been used as the main data collection instruments. Six primary schools have been selected using 

random and purposive sampling method. Grade seven students and their Tigrinya teachers have also 

been selected as sample subjects of the study using random sampling technique. The data, therefore, have 

been collected through the aforementioned methods from these subjects during schooling time. Both 

quantitative and descriptive methods are used in an integrated way to analyze the data.The data have 

revealed that there is a gap between the RD and the MOI (ST). The linguistic disparities between the two 

varieties mainly lie at phonological, grammatical and lexical levels. The data have also shown that the 

linguistic aspects of the RD are mainly influenced by Amharic. Moreover, it has also been found that 

there are innovations of linguistic elements in the RD. It has been noticed that the disparity between the 

RD and the LOI as well as the influence of Amharic bring about negative effect in classroom 

communication, on the implementation of the ST as LOI, on the students’ academic success and on the 

general achievement of the instructional objectives. The MOI in the primary education of Tigray is 

Tigrinya. However there are a large number of students whose MT is entirely Amharic and face difficulty 

to reflect their ideas during classroom instructional process. The data have also revealed that majority of 

the students have developed a negative attitude towards using the ST as MOI.  

 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Background of the study 

Language is a basic need of human beings to interact with each other. As a tool of 

communication, people use it to express their needs, ideas, thoughts, and feelings. It can not be 

separated from the culture or the society to which it belongs because it is an important part of 

culture. Furthermore, the use of language is pretty much influenced by the culture and it will 

change along the changes faced by the people. Regarding this, Schendel (2001:55) states that all 

physical aspects are subject to change and so do languages. Everything in the world is in a state 

of change; any language like everything else, therefore, shows significant variation in all 

linguistic levels. Linguistic change takes place at all levels of language: in phonology, 

morphology, syntax and semantics (Campbell, 2004:6-7; Schendel, 2001:25).  
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Generally, we can say that speakers of any living language can constantly show variations in 

vocabulary (meaning or lexicon), in pronunciation (sound variation), and in grammar 

(morphological and syntactic variation) among themselves, mainly due to geographical 

(regional) and social variations (Asfaw Gebregzabiher, 1991:588). Such language variation 

among speakers of a particular language, no matter whether the variation is due to geographical, 

social or another factor, is said to be dialectal variation.  

 

The Tigrinya language, which is one of the North Ethio-Semitic languages widely spoken in 

Tigray and Eritrea (Germay, 1983:2; Daniel Mehari, 1991: 43-44; Mekonnen, 1991: 57) is not an 

exception to these universal and fundamental facts of dialectal variations. Hence, its different 

formal aspects such as phonology, morphology, syntax and lexicon are really subject to dialectal 

variations.   

 

In Ethiopia, Tigrinya is spoken as first language in almost all parts of Tigray (Shire, Axum, 

Adwa, Agame, Kilte-Awlaelo, Tembien, Enderta, and Raya- Azebo); in Eritrea, it is spoken in 

the areas of Hamassen, Serayo and Akale-Guzay as a mother tongue (Daniel Teklemariam, 

1991). 

Due to its contacts with Amharic, Tigrinya (particularly the dialect spoken in Alamata) shows 

occasional features influenced by Amharic. One can also notice that Tigrinya spoken in Eritrea is 

influenced by Arabic and to some extent by Italian (Germay Berhane, 1983:3).  

From the above discussion, one can understand that there has been a great variation between the 

dialects spoken in the southern tip of Tigray, which is highly influenced by Amharic and the 

dialects spoken in the northern part of Tigray, which are parts of the Akale- Guzay dialect. One 

can also easily observe significant phonological, morphological, syntactic and lexical variations 

among Tigrinya speakers of southern Tigray, particularly, (Alamata and Wajerat) and the 

Tigrinya speakers of Northern, Western, Eastern and Central parts of Tigray including Enderta. 

According to Tsehaye Kiros (2009: 9), there is a popular proverb in Tigrigna which says 

“Tigrinya was born in Adwa, became sick in Agame, severely sick in Enderta and finally was 

buried in Raya”. As to Tsehaye, the proverb is used just to express metaphorically how the 

dialects vary.  

Dialectal variations can affect the quality of education received by some students both 

academically and socially (Labov, 1995). According to Labov, a child‟s dialect may interfere 

with the acquisition of information and with the various educational skills.  

 

Therefore, to the best understanding of the researcher, implementing a language policy that 

allows the use of vernacular languages as medium of instruction in societies whose language is 

highly influenced by dialectal variations could have its own challenges. This is due to the fact 

that the medium of instruction can be greatly affected by dialectal interferences at all language 

levels (phonology, morphology, syntax, and lexicology). The researcher in this study, therefore, 
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tries to investigate such issues in Tigrinya dialectal variations, particularly the dialectal 

variations between the Tigrinya spoken in Alamata of Rayya and the Tigrinya which is used as 

medium of instruction and the impact of such variations on the students‟ academia as well as on 

the overall attainment of educational objectives, specifically in the case of Alamatan primary 

schools, where the influence of Amharic is high.  

1.2. Statement of the problem 

There are a number of researches done by different researchers in different times on dialectal 

variations of the Tigrinya language. Particularly, three researches (The Phonology of Rayyan 

Dialect of Tigrinya by Mohammed Siraj (1983), The Role of Media in Creating Standard Dialect 

in the Case of Ofla Woreda by Yikune-Amlak Mezgebe (2000) and The Tigrinya Dialectal 

variations between Rayya and Adwa by Dagnew Mache (1999) have been conducted on what 

and how the dialect of Rayya varies from the other dialects of Tigrinya so far. However, any one 

of them did not attempt to touch the impact of the Rayyan dialect on the implementation of the 

medium of instruction in the Southern Zone, particularly in the primary schools of the Alamata 

woreda, where the interference of Amharic is high. This study, therefore, has been conducted to 

fill this gap. As far as the researcher‟s knowledge about the dialect speakers of Tigrinya is 

concerned, it is possible to say that there is no such great variation, which can result in 

communication gap among the Western, Central, Eastern, and Enderta Tigrinya dialects 

speakers. Even though there are some phonological and lexical variations, the speakers of these 

dialects can easily communicate to each other. The dialects spoken in Alamata woreda and 

Wajerat, however, deviate greatly from the rest of the dialects of Tigrinya, and they are most 

likely to bring communication gap. 

Within this great difficulty, the medium of instruction in the primary education of the present 

Tigray Region is Tigrinya. There is a great linguistic variation between the Tigrinya, which is 

assumed as a standard dialect and used as medium of instruction in primary education, and the 

Tigrinya dialect, which is spoken in Rayya, particularly in Alamata and its surroundings. This 

linguistic variation has motivated the researcher to look into it and its impact on the medium of 

instruction in the case of Alamata primary schools. To this end, the researcher has raised the 

following research questions to be answered throughout the study. 

1. What are the dialectal variations between the Tigrinya spoken in Rayya and the variety 

used as language of instruction in primary education of Tigray? 

2. What is the impact of these variations and the influence of Amharic on the medium of 

instruction and on the academic success of the students of Alamatan primary schools?                                                           

3. What is the attitude of the children of the Alamatan primary schools towards the use of 

the RD, the ST, Amharic and English as language of instruction in their schools? 

  4. What measures have to be taken to solve/reduce the problems? 
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1.3.  Objectives of the study 

The overall objective of this study is to survey the existence of the dialectal variations between 

the Tigrinya spoken in Rayya and the Tigrinya variety, which is taken as a standard, and to go 

through the impacts of such variations on the implementation of the medium of instruction. The 

specific objectives of under taking this study are: 

 to describe the dialectal variations between the Tigrinya spoken in Rayya and the 

Tigrinya variety which is developed as a standard one and used as MOI in primary 

education of the region;  

 to critically analyze  the impact of these dialectal variations and the influence of Amharic 

on the medium of instruction and on the overall academic success of the students 

particularly in the case of Alamatan primary schools;  

 to assess the attitudes of the children of the Alamatan primary schools towards the use of 

R D, the ST, Amharic and English as MOI in their schools; 

  to offer (recommend) some strategies that can possibly overcome or reduce the        

problem. 

1.4. Significance of the Study 

As to the best knowledge of the researcher, most of the times, negative attitudes about speech 

have started with the belief that vernacular dialects are linguistically inferior to standard versions 

of a particular language. In fact, the language systems of various groups of speakers may differ, 

but in reality, no one system is inherently better than any other. This study, therefore, may: 

 play a great role to create awareness for the different dialect speakers of Tigrinya to 

appreciate the reality in dialectal variations. 

 serve as a reference and pave the way for other researchers who are interested in 

conducting study on other similar areas. 

 serve as a reference material for language planners in Tigray and decision makers, 

Tigrinya curriculum designers, teachers of Alamatan primary schools and other 

concerned bodies for any required action. 

 give feedback to Tigray Regional Education Bureau (TREB) so that it may be able to 

re-consider the Rayya dialect in the curriculum. 

1.5.  Scope and delimitation of the study   

Had it been possible to carry out the study at the Zone level, the result obtained would have been 

representative of the southern zone as a whole. However, the researcher has found that it would 

be very difficult to widen the study to include all the primary schools of the Southern Zone of 

Tigray in this study owing to time constraints. Hence, in order to make the study manageable, the 

researcher has limited his study only to investigate how the RD particularly, the Tigrinya variety 

spoken in Alamata varies from the Tigrinya being used as medium of instruction, and to describe 

its impact on the implementation of that medium of instruction and on the academic achievement 
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of the students specifically in the primary schools of Alamata woreda. It was also quite difficult 

to conduct the study in all the 61 primary schools of the woreda because of the financial and time 

constraints. Therefore, the researcher has intended to select six primary schools: three from the 

Alamata town and three from the rural areas (Rayya- Alamata), which are believed to represent 

the whole primary schools of the woreda.  

2. Review of related literature  

2.1. Review on previous works of Tigrinya and its dialectology 

 

Tigrinya is one of the Ethio-Semitic Languages; the original name of the language is Tigray 

(Daniel Mehari, 1991: 45). As to Daniel Mehari, Tigrinya is a written language with a certain 

amount of literature; it is the most widely spoken Semitic language next to Arabic and Amharic. 

 

There are also some works, which have been done on the structure of some specific dialects of 

Tigrinya and on the dialectal variations of the language so far. 

 

Leslau (1946: 219) states that Tigrinya is spoken in a part of Eritrea, of North Ethiopia, and in 

Tigre province. He also elaborates that Tigrinya has numerous features in common with Ge‟ez 

and Tigre, but that it is also strongly influenced by Amharic; still other features are characteristic 

for Tigrinya only and do not occur in any other North Ethiopic language. 

 

Leslau (1946:221) discusses that there are several Tigrinya dialects such as the Akale-Guzay, 

Hamassien, Adwa and Temben dialects of Tigrinya. The study of the Tigrinya dialectology 

according to Leslau, however, is in its beginning, since the existing grammars do not localize the 

described speech. 

 

Leslau's work on Tigrinya Dialectology mainly focuses on the Tigrinya variety spoken in Akale-

Guzay and Hamassen, which are two districts of the present day Eritrea and the Tigrinya dialect 

spoken in Adwa (a district in the northern part of the present regional administrative state of 

Tigray).  

 

Leslau (1939:61-64) states that there are slight phonological, morphological, and lexical 

variations among the Tigrinya dialects of Akale-Guzay and Hamassen, located in what is now 

Eritrea, and the variety of Tigrinya spoken in Adwa, the northern tip of Tigray (Ethiopia). 

However, Leslau argued that all the Tigrinya dialect speakers of the above three districts together 

make up the northern Tigrinya dialect. 

 

Germay (1991) categorizes the Tigrinya dialects spoken in the present Tigray into two 

categories-the “Northern Tigrinya (NT)”, which is spoken in districts such as Shire, Axum and 

Adwa in one group and the “Southern Tigrinya (ST)”, which Germay may probably to mean the 
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Tigrinya variety spoken in Mekelle and its surroundings or what other previous researchers call 

the “Enderta Dialect”.  

 

However, what is southern Tigrinya in Germay (1991) does not represent the Tigrinya variety 

spoken in the southern part of Tigray rather it wholly represents the Tigrinya dialect spoken in 

districts like Temben, Kilet-Awlaelo, and Mekelle as well as its surroundings (Enderta).   

 

According to Germay (1991: 153) these dialects of districts like Axum and Adwa, which are 

close to the border with Eritrea, are mainly influenced by Northern Tigrinya (the Tigrinya 

spoken in Eritrea).  

 

For Germay (1991) there are a number of points of comparison that he used to differentiate what 

he calls the “Northern and Southern Tigrinya” in his study. Overall, there are seventeen points of 

comparison made in Germay (1991) for the northern and southern dialect groups of Tigrinya, 

which he also terms the Z-group and the L-group. As to Germay, this is because the relative 

clause marker, prepositions, and nominal prefixes begin with l in what he calls the “Southern 

Tigrinya” and with z in the “Northern Tigrinya”. However, the relative clause marker, 

prepositions and nominal prefixes do not begin with l in the Tigrinya dialect spoken in the 

southern Tigray; instead they begin with d. It is in the Tigrinya dialect, which is spoken in 

Temben, Kilte-Awlaelo, and Enderta that relative clause marker, prepositions, and nominal 

prefixes begin with l. 

 

Germay (1991) categorizes the Tigrinya dialects spoken in the present Tigray into two 

categories-the “Northern Tigrinya (NT)”, which is spoken in districts such as Shire, Axum and 

Adwa in one group and the “Southern Tigrinya (ST)”, which Germay may probably to mean the 

Tigrinya variety spoken in Mekelle and its surroundings or what other previous researchers call 

the “Enderta Dialect”.  

 

However, what is southern Tigrinya in Germay (1991) does not represent the Tigrinya variety 

spoken in the southern part of Tigray rather it wholly represents the Tigrinya dialect spoken in 

districts like Temben, Kilet-Awlaelo, and Mekelle as well as its surroundings (Enderta).   

 

According to Germay (1991: 153) these dialects of districts like Axum and Adwa, which are 

close to the border with Eritrea, are mainly influenced by Northern Tigrinya (the Tigrinya 

spoken in Eritrea).  

 

For Germay (1991) there are a number of points of comparison that he used to differentiate what 

he calls the “Northern and Southern Tigrinya” in his study. Overall, there are seventeen points of 

comparison made in Germay (1991) for the northern and southern dialect groups of Tigrinya, 

which he also terms the Z-group and the L-group. As to Germay this is because the relative 
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clause marker, prepositions, and nominal prefixes begin with l in what he calls the “Southern 

Tigrinya” and with z in the “Northern Tigrinya”. However, the relative clause marker, 

prepositions, and nominal prefixes do not begin with l in the Tigrinya dialect spoken in the 

southern Tigray; instead they begin with d. It is in the Tigrinya dialect which is spoken in 

Temben, Kilte-Awlaelo, and Enderta that relative clause marker, prepositions, and nominal 

prefixes begin with l. 

 

Yikune-Amlak (2000) has dealt with the description of the Tigrinya variety spoken in Ofla (one 

of the eight woredas of the present Southern Zone (Rayya) of Tigray) in comparison with the 

Tigrinya variety spoken in the other parts of Tigray. Yikune-Amlak describes how the dialect of 

Tigrinya spoken in Ofla woreda varies phonologically, grammatically and lexically from the 

Tigrinya dialect spoken in other parts of the region. In his description, the researcher classified 

the data into two categories: the Tigrinya dialect spoken in Ofla on the one side, and the Tigrinya 

dialect spoken in other parts of Tigray on the other side. However, he did not treat the other 

dialects as which of them are spoken in which parts of Tigray. But the dialect spoken in Ofla 

might represent the dialect spoken in most of the Rayyan areas, even though there are some 

expressions which are exceptional to the variety spoken in Ofla. 

 

Furthermore, Tsehaye (2009), in his MA thesis has dealt with the comparisons of the Wajerat 

Tigrigna dialect, which is spoken by the Wajerat people vs. the standard Tigrigna. Tsehaye has 

mainly tried to go through the phonological and grammatical comparisons of the two varieties of 

Tigrinya. He also tried to discuss whether and in what ways Wajerat Tigrigna is nearer to Ge‛ez 

than the Tigrigna dialect, which currently serves as the standard one in the regional state of 

Tigray. 

 

However, none of these works tried to address the impacts of the dialectal variations of Tigrinya 

on implementing the Tigrinya, which is used as medium of instruction in any of the primary 

schools of the Tigray region. Therefore, this research is essentially different in its goals and 

contents from all the related works reviewed above. 

 

2.2. The Influence of Amharic on Tigrinya  

 

Some researchers have reported that Amharic has linguistically influenced Tigrinya. Amanuel 

Sahle (1988:15-20) states that Amharic began to take the role of a king‟s language ever since 

Ge‟ez lost its country privilege after the decline of Axum around the 10
th

 century and due to the 

fact that lack of efficient communication in a feudal and somewhat weakly united country, 

Amharic could not have a positive influence over Tigrinya until the modern times. Furthermore, 

Mohammad Siraj (1983:1) in his study on The phonology of Rayyan Dialect of Tigrinya stated 

that the Rayya-Azebo dialect is influenced by Amharic. As to Mohammad, such influence on the 

Rayyan dialect characterizes it different from dialects of Tigrinya spoken in other parts of Tigray 
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and Eritrea.  Teklehaymanot Haileslassie (2000: 167) also explains that lexical interference from 

Amharic to Tigrinya challenges not only students but also teachers and authors due to the fact 

that there is a close relationship between Amharic and Tigrinya. He elaborates this issue using 

examples such as Zätänäňňa wäśiʔä, which means “I stood ninth”. In this expression, there is an 

interference of the Amharic word Zätänäňňa which means “ninth” in Tigrinya. Furthermore, 

there are other Amharic words, such as g
w
adäňňa, which means “friend” as in g

w
adäňňaχa 

mäśiɁa “your friend has come.” Teklehaymanot (2000:169) discusses that teachers believe that 

there is a problem within the Tigrinya curriculum because it is not prepared based on Tigrinya 

linguistics rather it is translated from Amharic, and this is one of the major causes of the 

Amharic interference into Tigrinya in academic /at schools.  

 

Daniel Teklu (2000:220) explains that slogans, notices and letters which are written from 

different offices, names of different companies, hotels and motels are directly written in the 

Amharic morph-syntactic form. In addition to this, Daniel stated that the names of some 

companies are written in Amharic. As to Daniel, lack of using (following) Tigrinya structure, 

mixing Amharic into Tigrinya in one‟s own writing and lack of abilities in making Tigrinya 

letters correctly represent the correct oral speech sounds that they have to represent are the major 

problems that we can observe in written Tigrinya.  

   

2.3. Language and Education 

Language enables human beings to live together in society, to develop and exchange ideas and to 

plan for the future; it is a critical means of gaining access to important knowledge and skills, and 

it is a tool for all aspects of human civilization and indispensable to every human activity (Ager, 

1996:1). Fentahun (1999:9), “language–spoken, heard, written and read is part of everything.” 

Therefore, as language is part of everything, it also plays a significant role in the realm of 

education which is the key to all human civilization.  

 

As to the best understanding of the researcher, language and education are not separable, 

especially in the overall activities of the instructional process. The role of language in the 

instructional process is very critical because it represents a people‟s theory of reality; it explains, 

interprets, constructs and reproduces that reality (Smitherman, 1998:58). As Spolsky (1972:3) 

and Thomas (1990:1-2) noted, learning in school depends on an interaction to interaction of the 

pupil with his/her teachers, books and peers, and all these interactions are mediated by language. 

Most of his/her teaching takes place through language, and most of his/her learning depends on a 

pupil‟s ability to understand what his/her teacher says and what is in his/her text books. That is, 

success in learning depends basically on the ability of the learners to understand the teaching-

learning process and to express themselves in the language that is used for learning. Hence, for 

Thomas and Spolsky, students who lack sufficient language skills not only fail to express ideas 

in the language but they also fail in the other subject areas as well.  
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Generally, language is an essential means of interaction, explanation, sharing ideas and mutual 

understanding in the instructional process. Numerous studies have shown that there is a positive 

correlation between the medium of instruction and success at school. Thus the choice of medium 

of instruction in societies with plurality of languages is fundamental for the teaching – learning 

process. The question then, according to Annamalai (2003) “is which language will serve as the 

effective medium of instruction.” Effectiveness, for Annamalai, is not about the quality of 

language to be used but is about the quality of education that is aimed at, whether it is 

interactive, creative and critical.  

 

2.4. Dialectal Variations 

 

Larson (1974:5) defined dialect as it is the variety of language used by a group whose linguistic 

habit patterns both reflect and are determined by shared regional, social, or cultural perspectives. 

The user of a specific dialect employs the phonological (pronunciation), lexical (vocabulary), 

and syntactic patterns (word arrangement) and variation of the given “community”. As to 

Larson, a dialect is a variety of a language used by some definable group. Everyone has a 

personal version of language, an idiolect, which is unique, and closely related groups of idiolects 

make up a dialect. Furthermore, Larson explained that “by custom, some dialects are spoken; 

others are written, and some are shared by the community at large, whereas others are confined 

to small communities, neighborhoods, or social groups and the need for varying dialects may 

arise from membership in groups tied to physical localities.” He also explains that:  

 

Differences in dialects derive from events in the history of the communities using the 

language, not from supposed differences in intelligence or physiology. Although they 

vary in phonology, in vocabulary, and in surface grammatical patterns, the differences 

between neighboring dialects are not sufficiently wide to prevent full mutual 

comprehension among speakers of those dialects. 

 
 

2.5. The Impacts of Dialectal Variation in Education 

 

Dialect differences can affect the quality of education received by some students both 

academically and socially due to the fact that a child's dialect may interfere with the acquisition 

of information, and with various educational skills, such as reading (Labov, 1995). 

 

Christian (1987:2) explained that in a court case in Ann Arbor, Michigan in 1979, a group of 

black parents sued the local school system on behalf of their children, claiming that students 

were being denied equal educational opportunity because of their language background 

specifically, they maintained that the schools were failing to teach their children to read because 

they did not take into account the language differences represented by their children's vernacular 

dialect. 
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In connection to this issue, Williams (1976) states the social consequences of belonging to a 

different dialect group as follows:  

The social consequences of belonging to a different dialect group may be more subtle, 

but are just as important. The attitudes of teachers, school personnel, and other students 

can have a tremendous impact on the education process. Often, people who hear a 

vernacular dialect make erroneous assumptions about the speaker's intelligence, 

motivation, and even morality. Studies have shown that there can be a self-fulfilling 

prophecy in teachers' beliefs about their students' abilities. 

Furthermore, Christian (1987:4) elaborates that if an educator underestimates a student's ability 

because of dialect differences, the student will do less well in school, perhaps as a direct result of 

the negative expectations. As to Christian, in some cases, students are "tracked" with the so-

called slower groups, or even placed in special classes for the mentally handicapped because of 

their vernacular speech patterns, and in the process, the negative opinions may do damage to the 

student's self-concept.  

3. Research Methodology 

This chapter deals with the presentation of methods employed in the data collection, data 

analysis and interpretation of the paper. Questionnaire, interview, written tests and observation 

are tools employed in the data collection. This is to cross check the data collected via multiple 

methods of data collection. This only can be assured using multi method approach of data 

collection; as Teshome (1998:46) argues, multiple methods should be used in every investigation 

as a rule because each method reveals different aspects of empirical reality. The author explains 

that triangulating such methods as interviews, observations, questionnaires, and document 

analysis constructs, checks and balances to a particular study. 

  

In addition to this, Brewer and Hunter (1989) and Patton (1987) discuss that there are strengths 

and weaknesses to any single data collection instrument; therefore, using multiple methods of 

data gathering instruments will help to cross-check the validity of data in any research. Teshome 

(1998:46) also argues that using more than one data collection approach permits the study to 

combine the strengths and correct some of the deficiencies of any source of data. Furthermore, 

Wellington (1996:17) states that a mixture of data collection methods can often be adapted even 

in a single small-scale study. Wellington added that both qualitative and quantitative methods 

can exist side-by-side in data analysis of an enquiry. Therefore, by taking the necessity of all the 

information suggested by the above authors into account, the researcher in this study was 

persuaded to use qualitative and quantitative data analysis approach for the data collected 

through the aforementioned methods of data collection.  In this study, therefore, questionnaire, 

interview, observation and writing test were employed as main data gathering instruments. How 

these tools were employed will be briefly discussed in section 3.2 below. 
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3.1. Subjects of the study and Sampling Technique   

 

The targeted populations of this study were the students of the Alamatan primary schools and 

their Tigrinya teachers. These children were identified as the subjects of the study due to the fact 

that everyone from Alamata is always observed speaking either Amharic or a dialect of Tigrinya, 

which is highly influenced by Amharic and greatly deviates from the ST which is being used as 

medium of instruction in primary education of the present Tigray region.  

The total number of primary schools in Alamata Woreda is 61. From this number of primary 

schools, eight of them are found within the Alamata town and its surroundings; the remaining 53 

primary schools are found in the rural areas (Rayya-Alamata) of the woreda 

The researcher randomly selected three (Mibraq, Bruh-Tesfa and Edget-Fana primary schools) 

from among the eight primary schools found in the Alamata town. However, the researcher was 

forced to select three primary schools from the rural areas (Rayya Alamata) (Selen-Weha, Wajja 

and Tumuga) purposefully (using purposive sampling method) by taking time constraints, access 

of transportation, meal and accommodation services and other similar reasons into account. 

The researcher has also randomly selected only one grade level i.e. grade seven from each of the 

sample primary schools of the woreda for this study. There are 20 grade seven sections and a 

total of 900 students in all the six sample primary schools. Of the 20 grade seven sections, eight 

(8) sections have been selected randomly as the sample of this study. In the same fashion, the 

researcher has randomly selected 168 students, 21 from each of the 8 sample sections to fill 

questionnaire. Of this 168 sample students, 88 (55%) are male while 80 (45%) are female. In 

addition, 96 (55 male and 41 female) students have been selected randomly from the total of 168 

sample grade seven students for writing test.  Furthermore, all the Tigrinya teachers (8 in 

number) of the sample sections have been taken for interview. Of the eight (8) Tigrinya teachers, 

5 (62.5%) are male while 3 (37.5%) are female (see subjects of the study in appendix-I). The 

primary data, therefore, were collected from the above sample subjects of the study. 

 

3.2. Tools of data collection  

First, the researcher has tried to go through the analysis of some previous works and the grade 

seven Tigrinya textbook. The raw data then was collected from the sample subjects of the 

Alamatan primary schools through questionnaire, interview, writing test, and personal classroom 

observations. The collection of the raw data was facilitated and gathered by the researcher 

himself during schooling time. In other words the researcher spent his time in the study area for 

the purpose of data collection. First, the method of document analysis was employed for 

secondary data of previous works done on what and how the Rayyan dialect varies from the 

Tigrinya variety used as medium of instruction. Then having this variation, questionnaire, 

interview, personal classroom observations, and writing test methods were employed. 
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3.2.1.  Questionnaires 

 

To collect the necessary data, questionnaire was employed as one means of data collection tool. 

A questionnaire, having both close and open ended questions was prepared and distributed to 

168 (88 male and 80 female) sample grade seven students of the sample Alamatan primary 

schools. The questionnaire includes questions that require information about the students 

background, information about how the dialectal variations between the ST and the RD is high, 

and information about the impacts that such dialectal variations have on the Tigrinya language 

learning of the subject students in general and on their overall lessons in the other subjects in 

general. In addition to this, the questionnaire consists of items that require respondents‟ 

reflection about their attitudes towards the ST, the RD, Amharic and English, and their 

preference of language they want to use as a medium of instruction in their primary education. 

This method was used mainly in order to get primary information from the subject students about 

their difficulties in communication, their attitudes towards their dialect (RD), the Standard 

Tigrinya (ST) Amharic and English.  

 

Since the subject students were grade seven students, the questionnaire was first prepared in 

English and then it was translated into Tigrinya by the researcher himself and then evaluated by 

colleagues who are Tigrinya teachers.  

  

3.2.2.  Interview 

 

The other type of instrument used to collect the raw data was an interview. The researcher 

conducted an interview to Tigrinya teachers. The interview used guided questions in order to 

make the interviewees stick to the required information. According to Borg and Gall (1989) and 

Kvale (1996), in an interview situation, an interview guide helps to indicate the outlines of the 

topics to be covered. In addition, Chernet (1999:39) argues that interview guidelines also help 

the interviewer to concentrate or focus on what to say at the opening and closing of the 

interviews. So for this purpose, the researcher constructed and used interview guidelines in this 

study. As a result of the necessity to frame interview questions in language that ensures effective 

communication between the interviewees and the interviewer (researcher), all the interviews 

were made using Tigrinya language in which both the interviewees and the researcher can 

communicate sufficiently. Thus the interview guidelines were first prepared in English and then 

translated into Tigrinya; after the interview guidelines were translated into Tigrinya, they were 

evaluated by colleagues who have Tigrinya background, and certain modifications were made 

according to their suggestions. All the interviews were recorded using a tape recorder. However, 

according to Wellington (1996:34), the use of mechanical aids such as audio recorders, may be 

seen as obtrusive in some situations. Respondents may not wish their views to be recorded on 

tape. In order to take care of this problem, therefore, the researcher briefly informed the 

interviewees about his background and the general purpose of the interview and secured their 
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permission. This means that the respondents were clearly informed about the general objective of 

the research so that participating in the research would not threaten their social welfare.   

 

The contents of the questionnaire which was administered to the sample grade seven students of 

Alamatan primary schools and the contents of the interview which was conducted to the Tigrinya 

teachers of the above sample grade level were not entirely different types; some of the items 

were intentionally made similar in order to cross-check the feedback from both of the two groups 

of respondents.  

 

3.2.3. Observation 

 

According to Trochim, B. (1999), observation refers to a type of study in which individuals are 

observed and certain outcomes are measured. According to the author, observation allows the 

researcher to study people in their “natural setting” without their behavior being influenced by 

the presence of a researcher, and observational data usually consists of detailed information 

about a particular group or situation. This kind of data can “fill out” and provide a deeper and 

richer understanding about a larger number of people.  Trochim states that some methods only 

allow for the study of one individual at a time; observation, however, enables the researcher to 

study groups of people together, that is, it allows for the study of interaction between the 

members of a group, and some times, observation is the only way of finding out about a certain 

study at school.  

 

The researcher in this study, therefore, conducted a critical classroom observation using 

observational check list in order to see if there have been interference of RD or Amharic or both 

into the language of instruction (ST) during the actual classroom teaching learning process. The 

main emphasis of the researcher, here, was to critically observe the interferences of linguistic 

aspects such as, phonology, grammar (morphology and syntax) and lexicon of both RD and 

Amharic into the MOI made by the sample students , and also to notice if confusion and/or 

communication gap between the sample grade seven students of Alamatan primary schools and 

their Tigrinya teachers takes place as a result of the RD and/or Amharic interference problems 

into the ST in the actual classroom oral interaction. Here, the researcher tried his best to write 

down any linguistic interference of the RD and Amharic which the subject students made into 

the language of instruction (ST) in the actual classroom teaching-learning process during 

Tigrinya sessions as much as possible. 

 

3.2.4.  Writing Test 

 

The other method of data collection instrument used in this study was a writing test. The main 

purpose why the researcher preferred to employ this method, was in order to see if the sample 

grade seven students of Alamatan primary schools will show any interference of linguistic items 
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from the phonology, grammar (morphology and syntax) and lexicology of their own local dialect 

(RD) and/or Amharic into the ST in their written language and then to see if such interferences 

bring about any variations in meaning. The researcher, therefore, has randomly selected 96 (32 

male and 24 female) grade seven students from the total 168 sample students for the writing test. 

These students were required to write a paragraph of their own, using at least 100 words of the 

ST. 

3.3. Methods of Data Analysis 

The researcher has employed both the quantitative and qualitative methods. The quantitative 

method has been used in order to analyze numerical data. The qualitative method, on the other 

hand, is employed so as to describe non-numerical data particularly linguistic data in such 

aspects as phonology (pronunciation), grammar (morphology and syntax) and vocabulary 

(lexicon) in the written form. Descriptive analysis and interpretation is also used. And in the 

output, results and discussions are organized and presented in narratives, tables, and figures. 

Finally, the researcher has interpreted and described the data based on the results of the analysis. 

For convenience, the researcher has tried to integrate and treat together all the date obtained 

through the different data gathering instruments in the analysis and discussion parts.   

In general, the research is based on qualitative data and on basic descriptive statics of the sample. 

4. Data Analysis and Discussions 

This section undertakes the descriptions and discussions of the result of the research. Document 

analysis, questionnaire, interview, writing test and personal classroom observations have been 

used as the main means of data collection instruments. A total of 168 copies of the questionnaire 

were distributed for 88 male and 80 female sample grade seven students of the Alamatan primary 

schools. Out of these questionnaires, 160 (95.24%) were returned to the researcher. Moreover, an 

interview with 8 (5 male and 3 female) grade seven Tigrinya teachers has been conducted. The 

writing test was administered for 96 (55 male and 41 female) grade seven students of the sample 

primary schools. These students were required to write a paragraph of their own, using at least 

100 words. In addition to these methods of data collection, a critical classroom observation has 

also been conducted using observational check list. The data obtained by all the above 

instruments have then been described, analyzed and discussed in an integrated way in order to 

avoid redundancy. Tables, numerical and narrative expressions are used for the description and 

analysis.  

In this chapter, general questions about the respondents‟ awareness of the variations between the 

RD and ST and the consequent problems will be dealt first. Following this, data about the 

linguistic interferences of the RD into the ST at phonological, grammatical and lexical levels, 

their descriptions, explanations as well as their pedagogical implications will be addressed 

section by section. Then attitude of students towards the use of the ST, RD, Amharic and English 
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as MOI, teachers‟ reaction about the lexical interference (LI), students‟ attitudes towards the 

language of instruction and their consequences on the MOI as well as on the students‟ overall 

education will be presented. And finally, measures taken by teachers, schools and other 

concerned bodies to solve or to reduce the problems will be addressed in brief. 

4.1. Respondents’ awareness of variations in Tigrinya and the consequent problems  

 

The data obtained through the questionnaire and interview from the students and teachers 

respectively have been tallied, and the result is organized as follows. To begin with, the sample 

students were asked whether there is a variation between the Tigrinya spoken in Rayya and the 

Tigrinya they learn in the classroom. Their responses for this question are summarized in the 

table below. 

 

 

Response 

Respondents 

In Number In Percent (%) 

Yes 160 100 

No 0 0 

Total 160 100 

 Table 1: Students’ Response on variation between the   RD and the ST 

 

As we can see from the data in the table above, 160 (100%) of the respondents replied that there 

is a variation between the Rayyan Tigrinya and the Tigrinya which they learn at school.  

 

The data obtained by interview from the sample of Tigrinya teachers of the primary schools of 

Alamata also strongly supported the data, which was obtained by questionnaire from the sample 

students. 8 (100%) of the interviewed grade seven Tigrinya teachers reported that the variation 

between the Tigrinya they teach in the actual classroom and the Tigrinya dialect spoken in Rayya 

is very high.  

 

The researcher has also observed that there is a great variation between the ST and RD both in 

the actual classroom teaching learning process and in the peoples‟ day-to-day communication 

outside the school community.  

 

In addition, the students were asked if the variation between the Tigrinya spoken in Rayya and 

the Tigrinya they learn at school affects their understanding of the Tigrinya and other subjects 

that they learn. Their response for this question is summarized in the table below. 

 

 

Response 

Respondents 

In Number In Percent (%) 

Yes 148 92.5 

No 12 7.5 
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Total 160 100 

 

Table 2: Students’ Response on effects of variation between RD and ST  

 

The data in the above table shows us that 148 (92.5%) students replied that the dialectal variation 

between the ST and RD affects them not to understand the language itself and the overall 

classroom lessons and inhibit them from having good academic performance at school in 

general. 12 (7.5%) students, however, reacted that the variation between the ST and the RD does 

not affect them so much.  

 

The data obtained by interview from the Tigrinya teachers regarding the above question show 

that the variation between the Rayyan dialect of Tigrinya and the Tigrinya being used as medium 

of instruction at school affects the majority of the students of the primary schools of Alamata. 8 

(100%) of the interviewed teachers reacted that most of their students are not free from the 

interference of both the Rayyan dialect and Amharic mostly in what they speak and write in the 

actual classroom lessons. Furthermore, the interviewees elaborated that most of their students 

faced great difficulty during their written and oral examinations as a result of the variation 

between the ST and the RD. They added that most of the students in Alamatan primary schools 

score lower grades in the national exam given in grade eight compared to students of other 

primary schools of the region.  

 

Again regarding this issue, the researcher conducted a critical classroom observation to ensure 

that the data obtained by the questionnaire and interview are valid. From the critical observation, 

it was clearly observed that there has been communication gap between teachers and students as 

well as between students and the textbook due to the fact that most of the students were not out 

of the influence of the Rayyan dialect and the interference of Amharic at certain linguistic levels 

(phonology, grammar and lexicon). The students were also asked if they have been taught 

Tigrinya as a subject by teacher who speaks the RD. The response is summarized as indicated in 

the table below:  

 

 

Response 

Respondents 

In Number In Percent (%) 

Yes 137 85.625 

No 23 14.375 

Total 160 100 

Table 3: Students’ response about teachers’ knowledge of the RD 

  

As the table above reveals, 137 (85.625%) students replied that they have been taught Tigrinya 

by a teacher who speaks the RD. The rest 23 (14.375%) respondents, however, reflected that 

they have never been taught Tigrinya by a teacher who speaks the RD. 
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In his critical classroom observation, the researcher observed that there have been some Tigrinya 

teachers who can speak the RD of Tigrinya in some of the sample primary schools. The sample 

students were also asked if the teacher who speaks the RD uses it to teach the Tigrinya which is 

being used as the LOI. The response for this question is again summarized in the table below. 

 

 

Response 

Respondents 

In Number In Percent (%) 

Yes 120 75 

No 40 25 

Total 160 100 

Table 4: Students’ Response about teachers’ use of the RD during teaching 

 

Here again, 120 (75%) respondents reported that most of the Tigrinya teachers who speak the 

RD use that dialect rather than the Tigrinya which serves as MOI to teach Tigrinya language in 

the actual classroom teaching learning process. On the other hand, 40 (25%) of the respondents 

replied that Tigrinya teachers who can speak the RD do not use it in teaching the ST (MOI).  

 

The researcher observed that some Tigrinya teachers speak the RD in teaching Tigrinya as a 

subject. Asked why they use the local dialect rather than the Tigrinya which is being used as the 

MOI in primary education of the Tigray region in teaching, the Tigrinya teachers who speak the 

RD replied that they use the RD while teaching Tigrinya in the actual lessons in order to make 

their students clear with certain concepts. From this, one can easily understand that there might 

be a communication gap between teachers who cannot speak the RD of Tigrinya and the students 

of the primary schools of Alamata which affects the quality of education.  

 

The sample students were again asked which of their language skill/s is/are mostly affected due 

to the variation between the Tigrinya spoken in Rayya and the Tigrinya which is being used as 

MOI. The responses for this question are also summarized as indicated in the table below. 

 

 

Affected skills 

Respondents 

In  Number In percentage (%) 

Listening  15 9.375 

Reading  18 11.25 

Speaking  72 45 

Writing  55 34.375 

Total 160 100 

 Table 5: Students’ response on the skill/s mostly affected by    the variation  
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As the above table shows, 72 (45%) and 55 (34.375%) students reported that the variation 

between their first dialect (the Rayyan Dialect) and their second dialect (the dialect which is 

being used as MOI) highly affects their speaking and writing skills respectively. 15 (9.375%) and 

18 (11.25%) respondents stated that the variation between the ST and RD affects their listening 

and reading skills respectively. 

 

The data obtained through the critical classroom observation of the researcher and through the 

writing test show that the students are encountered with great problems while they write and 

speak using the ST (MOI) in schools. The researcher clearly observed that there was an 

interference of the RD which is highly influenced by Amharic and the interference of Amharic 

itself at certain linguistic levels while the students were asking and answering oral questions 

during the actual Tigrinya classrooms sessions.  

 

Generally, from all the above data gathered through questionnaire, interviews, writing test, and 

personal classroom observations, we can wind up that there have been great dialectal variations 

between the ST and the variety of Tigrinya spoken in Rayya, particularly in Alamata and its 

surroundings where the influence of Amharic on that dialect is high. The variations are mainly 

noticed at the phonological, grammatical (morphology and syntax) and lexical levels of 

linguistics.  

 

Previous studies indicate that the reasons for the linguistic variations in Tigrinya are regional 

factors. According to the report of the earlier works, the dialectal variations of Tigrinya have 

taken place due to such factors. Abba Yacob (1940) cited  in (Asfaw, 1991:276; Daniel 

Teklemariam, 1991:70; Amanuel,1988:16-17; Asmerom,1991: 725-726) states that the dialectal 

differences of the Tigrinya language are the result of regional/geographical variations, though 

there are no natural factors such as Great Mountains, Rivers and the like which can cause such 

variations. And none of the above authors argued that there could be other factors which might 

have caused the disparities among the different dialects of Tigrinya. However, it has to be 

noticed that there could have been also other historical and social factors which have contributed 

an essential effect on the variations of the dialects.  According to Haller (2006: 30), in this regard 

argues that although geography has immediately noticeable effects on the evolution of local 

dialects and is one of the greatest factors in their original differentiation from a standard variety 

of a particular language, other social factors have also an important role. In connection to this, 

Haller (2006:32) argues that much of the previous studies have highlighted geographical 

influences on the formation of dialects, but their effect alone is not sufficient to explain their 

formation; another important factor is settlement history which works in conjunction with 

geography to affect the differentiation of local dialects. In addition, Haller states that different 

social factors have historically had a significant effect on the formation of dialects. Therefore, it 

should be considered that other historical and social factors could have had their own effects on 

the formation of the different dialectal variations of Tigrinya.   
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The dialects of Tigrinya as reported by the above authors, therefore, are classified into three 

regional/geographical localities (see pp. 2-3 of this paper for detail). Among these three regional 

dialects of Tigrinya, one is the variety spoken in Wajerat, Rayya-Azebo, Zaemel (Korem and 

Ofla), Wegera and Woldya, which shows a great deviation from the other two geographical 

dialects of Tigrinya.  

 

The current researcher is not sure whether Tigrinya variety was spoken in Woldya and Wegera, 

and he is not able to find additional reference in this regard yet. But in fact, what is currently 

spoken in these two localities is Amharic. Although the dialects of Tigrinya spoken in Wajerat, 

Rayya-Azebo and Zaemel are categorized under one regional variation, there is again a 

difference among these local varieties of Tigrinya. The dialect spoken in Wajerat shows 

significant difference may be due to the reason that it is nearer to Geez (Tsehaye, 2009). The 

dialect spoken in Rayya-Azebo, on the other hand, is influenced by Amharic, Afan Oromo and 

Afar (Mohammed, 1983:1). And the variety spoken in Korem and Ofla (Zaemel) is influenced by 

Amharic, Afan Oromo and Agow (Kassahun, 1998:1).  

 

The other local dialect which is not specifically mentioned in the above studies, but shares large 

number of linguistic features, especially with the varieties spoken in Rayya-Azebo and Zaemel, 

is the Tigrinya variety spoken in Alamata Woreda. However, this variety is highly influenced by 

Amharic due to the fact that it is spoken in the most southern pointed end of the present Tigray.  

 

Moges (1993) in his BA thesis on lɨssanӓ-bɨzuhɨnnӓt ʔɨnna yӓk’k’
w
ank’k’

w
a ʔat’t’ӓk’k’ak’k’ӓm 

bӓ ʔalamat’t’a wӓrӓda points out that Tigrinya, Amharic, Afan Oromo, Afar and Agew are 

spoken as mother tongues in this woreda. As to Moges, Tigrinya and Amharic have large number 

of speakers, whereas the other three languages are spoken by small number of speakers and the 

speakers of these languages are mainly elders. According to the data obtained from the office of 

public and government relationship of the Rayya-Alamata woreda by the present researcher, 

there are six kebeles where their inhabitants are wholly Amharic MT speakers. And since the 

Alamata woreda is located in the border area between Tigray and Amhara, there is a large 

language contact among the people of Rayya-Alamata of Tigray and Rayya-Kobo of Amhara. 

Therefore, it could be the influences of all the above languages that have caused the Tigrinya 

variety spoken in Rayya in general, and Alamata in particular to show a great variation from the 

Tigrinya variety, which has been used as the language of instruction in primary education of the 

Tigray region. 

 

In this study, two groups of students have been identified; students who speak Tigrinya variety 

which is highly influenced by Amharic on the one hand, and students who speak entirely 

Amharic as MT on the other hand. Both these groups of students come to school with their own 

dialect/language. However, these students are supposed to use only ST in the schools in which 

they face difficulty to express their thoughts through the written and spoken forms in the ST 
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which is the MOI. Most of the teachers were observed persuading the students to keep away 

themselves from making interferences of their home dialect/language whenever they speak and 

write using ST in the actual classroom sessions. On the other hand, some Tigrinya teachers were 

observed using only the RD, and some others using Amharic during the Tigrinya classroom 

sessions. According to some literature, the language of non-standard variety speakers has to be 

respected. Most of the time, negative attitudes about speech have started with the belief that 

vernacular dialects are linguistically inferior to standard versions of a particular language. In 

fact, the language systems of various groups of speakers may differ, but in reality, no one system 

is inherently better than any other. 

 

As it has been already reviewed in chapter two of this study, regarding the pedagogical benefits 

of mother tongue as a MOI, Annamalai (2003) discusses that the basic pedagogical fact is that 

the learner must know the medium, and the medium known to the child is the language of his/her 

early childhood experience- the language in which the child gained his/her experience of the 

world around his/her before coming to school. This means that the language in which the child 

operates for relating himself /herself with the social, natural and physical environment he/she 

lives in, must be the medium of instruction; otherwise, he/she will have, according to Annamalai, 

the double disadvantage of dealing with two unknowns simultaneously, the content he/she is 

learning and the medium through which he/she is learning it. He/she will end up in rote learning 

by which he/she can be creative neither with the language nor with the content. 

Therefore, the home dialect/language of the students of the Alamatan primary schools should be 

accepted. They do not have to be denied using their own variety of language. What they speak or 

what they write using their vernacular has to be esteemed; however, they have also to be pursued 

and to be encouraged to appreciate the nature of the linguistic variations, and to acquire the 

standard variety in order to have a wider regional perspective as well as a good command and 

access of the MOI (ST). 

It was noticed that all the variations have negative impact on implementing the ST as MOI in 

general and on the primary education of the students of Alamatan primary schools in particular. 

This is due to the fact that confusions as well as communication gaps were observed taking place 

among the subject students and Tigrinya teachers during Tigrinya classroom interactions. These 

variations lead the students to make linguistic interferences into the ST in the classroom teaching 

learning process particularly when they have attempted to speak or to write in the ST. As a result 

of this, it has been noticed that there are barriers of communication among the students and the 

Tigrinya teachers, specifically those who do not know the RD. Especially the speaking and 

writing skills of the students are the most affected ones; most of the students have been observed 

facing problems to reflect their thoughts through spoken and written forms of the standard 

variety of Tigrinya. They make interferences of the RD as well as Amharic into the ST whenever 

they speak or write using the ST in their academia. Such interferences, therefore, sometimes, 

bring about confusion, and sometimes they bring about communication gap as they bring about 
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meaning differences. So, from this, we can realize that the policy of mother tongue instruction 

(MTI) has not been well implemented, particularly in the Alamatan primary schools. 

 

 In the following sections, data about the phonological, grammatical and lexical interferences of 

the RD and Amharic, descriptions and analysis of these data as well as explanations about how 

such linguistic interferences bring about confusions and communication gaps in classroom 

interactions will be addressed in brief.   

 
  

4.2. Linguistic Interference of the RD on the Medium of Instruction 

The researcher employed written test to see how far the respondents‟ claims are true. The sample 

students were demanded to write a paragraph of 100 words. According to the data obtained from 

this written paragraph, a large extent of linguistic interference of the RD as well as Amharic into 

the ST was realized. The researcher first identified the interference of the RD at each of the 

linguistic levels. Then he calculated the interferences of the RD at certain linguistic levels 

(phonology, grammar and lexicology), and tried to put the summary of the result as we can see it 

in the following table.  

 

Linguistic level (LL)  Linguistic Interference (LI) Average Linguistic Interference Per 

Fifty Words (ALIPFW)  

Phonology 30-42 36 

Grammar 18-22 20 

Lexicon 23-29 26 

 Table 6: The RD interference at different linguistic levels  

A photocopied sample paragraph of one student, which shows the interferences of RD into the 

ST at phonological, grammatical and lexical levels, is attached for evidence, here, below. 
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Figure 2: Extract from paragraph writing in Tigrinya 

 

From the figure above one can clearly notice that there are phonological, grammatical and lexical 

interference of RD and Amharic into the ST. Phonologically, the student-writer has changed the 

phoneme z of the ST into the phoneme d in the RD as clearly indicated by the numbers 3, 6, 8, 

11, 13, 16, 17, 22, 24, 26, 28, 29, 35, 39, 42, 43, 44, 46, 50, 53, and 74 in the paragraph. 

Furthermore, there is a phonological change due to metathesis of ʔy to yʔ as indicated by the 

numbers 18, 30, 66 and 76 in the paragraph. Moreover, the phonemes in the words ʔagӓlabit’u, 

ʔӓnbibu, tӓlaʕilu, ʔɨntӓmhɨr, kəllo, ʔɨntɨgӓbɨr and tӓmharray of the ST are written in the 

paragraph as ʔagӓlawut’u (51), ʔanbɨbu (57), tɨlaʕɨlu (71), tɨmharloy (59), tɨgӓbbɨroloy (65) and 

tɨmhari (2, 4, 34, 41) respectively in the RD. 

 

We can also see changes from the phoneme n of the ST into the d phoneme of the RD as we can 

see it in numbers 48, 19 and 32. Regarding lexical change, terms such as zӓllӓwo, mӓǰӓmӓrɨtta, 

mӓmhɨr, gӓzʔu, tӓdaliyu, nɨfuʕ, ʔɨwwɨn, sɨraћti, dɨmma, k’ӓlbu, ʔakibu  and gorӓbet of the ST are 

replaced by dɨnӓhӓwo (23,61), mӓǰӓmӓrya (borrowed form Amharic) (31, 37, 55), ʔastӓmhari 

(45,52), ʕadu (9, 56,67), tӓzӓgaǰɨyu (58), gobӓz (1, 5, 33, 40, 75), lӓllӓ (10, 20, 27, 49, 54, 60), 

sɨraћt (12),   χ’alw (62), sӓwsɨwu (63) and gorӓwӓt (21) respectively in the RD. Grammatically, 

the “n---n” which is conjunction “and” in the ST is changed into “y---y” (conjunction “and”) in 

the RD as we can see it in numbers 14, 15, 25, 37, 38 and 47 in the paragraph. In addition, the 

expression bet tɨmhɨrti in the ST is changed into tɨmhɨrti bet of the RD as indicated in numbers 7, 

36 and 72 in the sample paragraph.  

 

In fact, such interferences of linguistic aspects in the orthographic (written version) of the 

students are resulted from their oral language. The students have been observed applying the 

sounds of their oral speech on what they wrote. For example, they have been always observed 

pronouncing the alveolar, fricative and voiced [z] sound of the ST as the alveolar, stop and 

voiced [d] of the RD when both sounds occur at word initial. This predictable in all Tigrinya 

word classes with the exception of nouns in which the change from the alveolar, fricative and 

voiced [z] into the alveolar, stop and voiced [d] does not work. So as we can observe from the 

sample paragraph, the change of sounds in the oral language of the students has also resulted in 

the written version of the students. The phonological, grammatical and lexical interferences of 

the Rayyan Tigrinya into the language of instruction (ST) by the students incur meaning 

differences which affects proper communication. In what follows, this will be illustrated and 

discussed in brief. 

 

4.2.1. Phonological Interference of Rayya Dialect into the Medium of Instruction  

 

Tigrinya has several regional dialects which manifest some variations from the standard form, 

which is the medium of instruction in primary schools. It is true that words differ in their 
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pronunciation from place to place. People pronounce a single word differently. This difference in 

pronunciation may lead to misunderstanding of meaning. In other words, a word which has one 

meaning pronounced differently by people in different areas may result in a communication gap. 

Sometimes, it may block communication completely as it may confuse the other Tigrinya 

speakers. 

 

Some studies have been carried out to reveal these realities. Daniel Teklemariam (1991:270) in 

his study on “How can we Develop and Standardize Dialects of Tigrinya into one Standardized 

Stage”, explained that there is a great variation in phonology (pronunciation) among the different 

dialect speakers of Tigrinya using adequate examples. Yikune-Amlak (2000:272-274) in his 

study on „The Role of Creating Standard Dialect in the Case of Ofla Woreda‟,  also discussed 

that people from Ofla (Korem) of Rayya have been observed facing a significant phonological 

interference while speaking in the mass media and in different public meetings. So from the 

above two works, we can understand that those people face phonological (pronunciation) 

interference.  

The main emphasis of this study, therefore, is to show the interferences of certain phonemes of 

the Rayyan Dialect that can confuse others as a result of variations in pronunciation by taking 

some examples from the data that are collected from a sample of grade seven students of some 

Alamatan primary schools.  For convenience, first, description of how certain words are 

pronounced in both the standard Tigrinya and the Tigrinya dialect spoken in Rayya with their 

glosses in English will be given in 4.2.1.1, followed by a discussion on how the interference of 

such variation in pronunciation brings confusion and communication gap in certain speech and 

written context in actual classroom teaching learning process in 4.2.1. 

 

4.2.1.1.  Phonological Changes  

Table 7: Sound Change from Fricative to Stops  

 

ST                            RD        Gloss                           Sounds Changed 

a. zɨχuri              dɨχuri                       one becomes anger         [z] ⇒ [d] 

b. zɨħarämo      dɨħarämo             for bidden to have                  [z] ⇒ [d] 

c. zɨχonä nägär   dɨχonä nägär   anything       [z]  ⇒[d] 

d.    zɨhb                dɨhb     someone who gives                [z] ⇒[d] 

e.    zɨχӓdӓ            dɨχӓdӓ                      one who went                      [z] ⇒[d] 

f.   zӓmhӓru          dӓmhӓru                  those who taught                  [z] ⇒ [d] 

g.  zɨbɨllaʕ             dɨbɨllaʕ                     to be eaten                              [z] ⇒ [d] 

 

 As we can see in the above data, there is a variation in pronunciation between the ST and the 

RD due to the fact that there is a disparity in pronouncing the phonemes z and d. Except in 

nouns, it is predictable that the alveolar, fricative and voiced [z] sound in the ST will be changed 

into the alveolar, stop and voiced [d] in the RD at word initial as it is clearly seen in the above 
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data. For example, the words zɨχuri “one becomes anger”, zɨħarämo “for bidden to have” and 

zɨχonä nägär “anything” in the ST are pronounced as dɨχuri, dɨħarämo, dɨχonä nägär in the RD 

respectively. 

 

Table 8:  Sound Change from Nasal to oral  

      ST                                   RD                Gloss                       Sound Changed 

a. nabäy   dabäy  where    [n] ⇒ [d] 

b. nabzi               dabzi  to here   [n] ⇒ [d] 

c. nɨʕɁu    dɨɁu  for him   [n] ⇒ [d] 

d. nɨʕay   dɨʔannӓ  to me    [n] ⇒ [d] 

e. nɨʕʔom    dɨʔom   for them (M)             [n] ⇒ [d] 

f. nɨlɨmʕat               dɨlɨmʔat for development [n] ⇒ [d] 

g. nɨyyӓ     dɨyyӓ   there    [n] ⇒ [d] 

As we can clearly see from the above data, the sound change in the Rayyan dialect is predictable. 

For example, in this dialect, it is also predictable that the nasal sound [n] becomes to be an oral 

[d] in all parts of speech except noun. In the ST, the initial sound in all the words given in the 

above data is the alveolar, nasal and voiced consonant [n]. As it is clearly noticed, this nasal 

sound has been changed into the alveolar, stop and voiced oral sound [d] as we can see it at the 

initial position of all the words given under the Rayyan dialect. For instance, the initial [n] of the 

ST nabäy ”to where”, nabzi ”to here”  and nɨʕɁu “for him” is changed into [d] as in the RD 

dabäy, dabzi, and dɨɁu respectively. This change from the nasal [n] to the oral [d] by the Rayyan 

variety speakers has frequently been observed during the field work in their oral use, and it is 

also reflected in a parallel spelling change in the written version of the standard variety.  

 

Table 9: Sound Change from Stop to Approximant (Fricative, Trill, and Glide)  

      ST                        RD                     Gloss                         Sound Changed 

a.  Ɂadgi              Ɂargi       donkey                       [d] ⇒ [r]      

            b.  kämäy          hamäy      how                           [k] ⇒ [h] 

            c.  Ɂina            yäna       we are                       [Ɂ] ⇒ [y] 

 

Sometimes, it is also common to observe the students of the Alamatan primary schools 

pronouncing the dental, stop, and voiced [d] sound as alveolar, liquid, lateral, and voiced [r] 

sound in  certain circumstances. The word kämäy „how‟ in the ST is pronounced as hamäy in the 

RD. The initial sound [k] which is stop, voiceless and velar consonant in the ST is replaced by 

[h] which is africative, voiceless and glottal consonant in the RD. The interviewed teachers 

stated that they are sometimes confused when their students make interferences of such sounds in 

the actual classroom sessions. In addition to this, sometimes a change from non-glide stop sound 

of the ST into a glide sound of the RD occurs. For example, let us see the replacement of the [Ɂ] 

which is glottal, stop and voiceless sound by [y] which is velar, glide and voiced sound in the 

words Ɂina “we are” and yäna in the ST and RD respectively. 
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Table 10: Change due to Metathesis  

                ST                   RD               Gloss                        Sound Changed 

a. Ɂɨyyu   yäɁu   is     [Ɂy] ⇒ [yɁ] 

b.   χɨsad  sɨχad  neck   [χs] ⇒ [sχ] 

c.   ћawӓyӓ             ћayӓwӓ he became well [wy] ⇒[yw] 

d.  ʕaχ’mi  χ’aʕmi  capacity   [ʕχ‟] ⇒ [χ‟ʕ] 

 

We can again see some phonological changes due to metathesis between the ST and RD. For 

example, we can see this feature between the glottal, stop and voiceless [Ɂ] of the ST and the 

palatal, glide and voiced [y] in the words in the RD. For instance, Ɂɨyyu “is” of the ST is changed 

into yäɁu in the RD; the [χ], which is velar, ejective and voiceless consonant in the ST is 

changed into [s], which is an alveolar, fricative and voiceless in the RD as we can see them in the 

words χɨsad “neck” of the ST and sɨχad of the RD. There is also a shift in position between the 

pharyngeal, fricative and voiced [ʕ] of the ST and the velar, ejective and voiced [χ‟] of the RD as 

in the examples ʕaχ’mi “capacity” of the ST and χ’aʕmi of RD.  

 

The students have been noticed pronouncing the ST word sɨχad as χɨsad “neck”; which is also 

reflected in the written version of the standard variety of Tigrinya.  

 

Regarding this, some of the interviewed Tigrinya teachers who are not familiar with the RD 

reflected that they are confused by the pronunciation of such words. For instance, they affirmed 

that they were not clear whether the students meant “neck” or another word by their 

pronunciation of the word sɨχad because sɨχad is non-existent in the standard version of the 

language.       

                             

Table 11: Deletion of phonemes  

      ST                     RD              Gloss                         Sounds Deleted 

a. Ɂantta     Ɂatta  you (SGM)   [n] 

b. nɨʕɁu    dɨɁu  for him    [ʕ] 

c. kɨχäwɨn    kɨχon              to be or to happen  [w]/  [äw] ⇒[o] 

d. mӓs‟iʔu              mӓs‟ʔu  he came, they come    [i] 

 

As we can see from the data, deletion of certain consonant sounds from the words of the ST is 

observed in the pronunciations of the target students of this research. For example, there is a 

deletion of the dental, nasal and voiced sound [n] when they pronounce the word Ɂanta “you 

(SGM)” as Ɂata and the word nɨʕɁu “for him” as dɨɁu. 

 

In these examples, there is a deletion of the pharyngeal, fricative and voiced [ʕ]. The deletion of 

the [i], which is high, front and unrounded vowel in the pronunciation of the RD speakers, is 

predictable when it occurs at word medial position. And this deletion of the vowel [i] in the 
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Tigrinya variety spoken in Rayya, particularly in Alamata and its surroundings brings about 

meaning change. This will be illustrated under the grammatical interference in the next section. 

Table 12:  Change from alveolar to palatal (palatalization) 

             ST      RD     Gloss                    Sound Changed 

a.  sӓyru                    šäbru                 he broke                        [s] ⇒ [š] 

b. ћasyu                     ћašyu                 he  smashed                 [s] ⇒ [š] 

c.  ћaswu                    ћašwu               he lied                          [s] ⇒ [š] 

d. mӓsyu                   mӓšyu                became evening           [s] ⇒ [š] 

The above data also reveal that there have been phonological changes taking place between the 

two varieties of Tigrinya. The alveolar, fricative and voiceless [s] in the ST is replaced by the 

palatal, ejective and voiceless [š] in the pronunciation of the RD speakers. For example, the 

words sӓyru,”he broke”, ћasiyu “he smashed”, ћasiwu ”he lied” and mӓsyu “becoming evening” 

in the ST are pronounced as šäbru, ћašyu, ћašwu and mӓšyu, respectively in the RD.  

 

 It has been also observed that the grade seven students of the Alamatan primary schools make 

the interference of the palatal, fricative and voiceless consonant [š] into the place of the alveolar, 

fricative and voiceless [s] in their classroom interactions and that this is also reflected in parallel 

spelling changes in the written text. 

 

Table 13: Vowel change 

         

                ST                         RD                      Gloss        change of sounds 

a.  t‟el           t‟äli              goat               [e] ⇒[ä] and addition of [i] 

b. kämäy           hamäy                   how             [ä] ⇒ [a] 

c. Ɂina          yäna                  we are          [i] ⇒ [ä] 

d. dɨyyu          däyäɁu                  is that           [ɨ] ⇒ [ä]  

e. Ɂɨyyu                  yäɁu                        is                 [ɨ] ⇒ [ä]  

 

In the above data, there are both consonant and vowel changes. Let us focus now only on the 

description of the vowel change since the consonant changes have been treated so far.  

 

As it has been clearly illustrated in the above data, there are a number of vowel changes taking 

place between the tow varieties of Tigrinya. For instance, the word for goat is pronounced as t’el 

in the ST, but it is pronounced as täli in the Rayyan Variety. Here, we can see the vowel change, 

i.e. [e] in the ST is changed to [ä] in the RD with the addition of the high, front and unrounded [i] 

vowel sound at the final position of the word. In addition, the high, front and unrounded vowel 

sound [i] in the word Ɂina of the ST is changed into the middle, central and unrounded [ä] as in 

the word yäna “we are” in the RD. The mid, central and unrounded vowel sound [ä] in the ST is 

replaced by the low, central and round vowel sound [a] in RD as in kämäy “how” and hamäy in 

ST and RD respectively.  
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However, the vowel changes between the ST and RD are not predictable. There is no such 

consistency which we might expect to take place regularly. In spit of this, however, there are 

many instances where disparities among the ST and RD have taken place due to the differences 

in the pronunciation of vowels.  

Regarding the above issue, some of the interviewed teachers reacted that they are sometimes 

confused by such vowel changes in the pronunciation of their students in actual classroom 

teaching learning process. 

 

Table: 14 other sound changes 

      ST              RD                  Gloss                     Sound changed  

a. ħäźi χäzi   now                       [ħ] ⇒ [χ] 

b. näyru  näbru              was(he)                 [y] ⇒ [b] 

c. gӓyru          gӓbru               he did                      [y] ⇒ [b] 

d. sӓyru           šäbru               he broke                  [y] ⇒ [b] 

e. dɨyyu  däyäɁu        is that                     [ɨ] ⇒ [ä] and [Ɂ] (Addition) 

 

As we can see from the above data, there are certain changes of sounds from the ST to the RD 

such as oral sounds into nasal, glide to non glide, pharyngeal to velar, voiced to voiceless, and 

addition of certain sounds. The researcher witnessed that the sample grade seven students 

pronounce the pharyngeal, fricative, voiceless [ħ] sound in the ST as velar, fricative and 

voiceless sound [χ] as in ħäźi “now” of the ST and χäzi of the RD. We can also face a change of 

sounds from glide to non-glide between ST and RD. For instance, the palatal, glide and voiced 

sound [y] in the word näyru “he was” of the ST is changed into the bilabial, stop and voiced [b] 

sound in the word näbru of the RD. 

 

In addition to the above changes, the feature of addition of both vowel and consonant sounds are 

also observed in the pronunciations of the sample grade seven students who speak the RD. For 

instance, they have been observed changing the high, front and unrounded vowel sound [i] of ST 

into the mid, central and unrounded vowel sound [ӓ] and adding the [ä] and [Ɂ] sounds into the 

word. Thus dɨyu “is that” of the ST is pronounce as däyäɁu in the RD. 

 

 i) Sound changes due to Amharic influence 

Amanuel (1988: 15-20), Mohammad (1983:1), Teklehaymanot (2000:167-169) and Daniel Teklu 

(2000:220-221) discuss that Amharic has a significant influence on Tigrinya. Meaza (1983:2) 

also pointed out that there is a close contact and problem of interference between Amharic and 

Tigrinya as follows:  

 

The two languages (Amharic and Tigrinya) are in close contact in every aspect, 

geographically and linguistically. One knowing the close contact and similarity might not 

believe that there is a problem of interference between these languages. But whether the 
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reasons are the slight difference, the similarity or any other, there is a problem of 

interference. 

 

The field work of this research has shown that in the sample schools of the Alamata Town, 

particularly in “Bruh-Tesfa” and “Edget-Fana” primary schools, phonological interferences of 

Amharic into ST have been witnessed. During classroom observations some individuals have 

been noticed using Amharic phonemes in addition to the RD in the place of certain Tigrinya 

words during Tigrinya sessions. The interference of such Amharic phonemes sometimes brings 

about a total change in meaning, and sometimes they involve Amharic words which do not have 

any meaning in the ST. The researcher then has tried to show some examples how such sound 

interferences bring about change in meaning or how they create words which do not have any 

sense in the ST in the table below. 

 

 

 

Basic words  

 

Pronunciation In 

ST   

 

Meaning in ST 

 

Some students‟ 

Pronunciation in 

RD  

 

 

Meaning in ST 

Sd 

Changed  

a 

 

ʕɨbyet ʕɨbyet development  Ɂɨbyet being unwilling  

 

 

 

 

ʕ⇒Ɂ 

b 

 

ʕɨbud ʕɨbud crazy  Ɂɨbud  -------------- 

c 

 

ʕallama

y 

ʕallamay one who hits a 

target  

Ɂallamay  one who waves 

d 

 

ʕɨlama           ʕɨlama purpose                    

 

Ɂɨlama --------- 

e 

 

ʕaddäy ʕaddäy my country  Ɂaddäy my mother 

f S‟aʕri                            s‟aʕri effort s‟aɁri ---------- 

g Sɨʕat  sɨʕat  clock sɨɁat ---------- 

h 

 

saʕɨrri saʕɨrri grass saɁɨrri ------------ 

 

i 

maʕrä  maʕrä  equal maɁrä some to be picked 

up 

j ħarisu ħarisu  he ploughed Harisu he slept   

 

ħ⇒h 

 

k 

 

ħɨrum ħɨrum  for bidden to have 

(own) something  

hɨrum one who is hit 

(passive verb) 

l ħɨbuɁ ħɨbuɁ something hidden  hɨbuɁ --------- 
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Table 15: Sound changes due to Amharic influence 

As we can see in the above data, there is a total meaning change as well as meaning loss due to 

sound variations between the pharyngeal [ʕ] and the glottal [Ɂ] in the first case and between the 

pharyngeal [ħ] and the glottal [h] in the second case in each of the words between the two 

varieties of Tigrinya. For example, we can see a variation between the phonemic /ʕ/ which in ST 

is pharyngeal, fricative and voiced [ʕ] while it is glottal, stop and voiceless [Ɂ] in the RD.  In the 

researcher‟s classroom observation, some students were observed pronouncing the above 

pharyngeals as they are, while some others pronouncing them as the above glottal ones.  

These pharyngeal consonants are not found in Amharic, and are difficult for Amharic speakers to 

pronounce them as do Tigrinya MT speakers. They, for instance, pronounce the pharyngeal [ʕ] 

instead as the glottal [Ɂ]. In this case, there is again meaning change that results from the 

variation.  

The same is true with the pharyngeal, fricative voiceless [ћ]. The [ћ] does not exist in Amharic, 

and it is again common to observe Amharic speakers pronouncing it as the glottal [h]. This also 

results in a meaning change as one can witness it in the words of the above data.  

According to the data, some student subjects of this study who claimed MT speakers of the 

Rayyan variety of Tigrinya showed the same phonological changes that Amharic MT speakers 

did in their pronunciation of Tigrinya words that have these pharyngeal consonants as shown in 

the table above.  

The replacement of the pharyngeal [ʕ] by the glottal [ʔ] in the pronunciation of some RD 

speakers as one can clearly see in the above data brings a total lexical (meaning) change. For 

example, the pharyngeal [ʕ] in ST words maʕrä “equal”,  ʕaläma “purpose”  and ʕɨbɨyät 

“development”  is changed into the glottal [Ɂ] as in maɁrä “picking up”,  Ɂaläma “waving”  and 

Ɂɨbyät “being unwilling” by some RD speaking students. 

 

The replacement of the pharyngeal [ħ] by the glottal [h] also causes total lexical change, which 

brings communication gap between the teachers and these individual students during classroom 

sessions. For example, the pronunciation of [ħ] as in the word [sɨraħ] in the ST has the meaning 

of „work‟, whereas the pronunciation of [h] in the word [sɨrah] in RD does not have any meaning 

in the ST. And in the ST, the pronunciation of [ħ] in the word ħabo “motive”, is replaced by [h] 

in the pronunciation of some students to become habo “give him” in the ST. The [ħ] in the word 

zɨħarämo has the meaning of “that is forbidden for someone to have or to own something” in the 

ST, but the meaning is changed in the RD speakers due to the fact that they pronounce the [ħ] 

sound as [h] as in the word dɨharämo which in ST means “one (3SGM) who hit him”. Moreover, 

ħarisu in ST means “he ploughed”, but it is pronounced as harisu by these individual students, 

and gives the meaning of “he slept” in ST. 
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4.2.1.2. Discussion on Phonological Interferences 

 

In general, from the descriptions of the phonological variations between the ST and RD that have 

been illustrated so far, it can be realized that there are a number of phonemic processes that have 

been innovated in the pronunciation of the Rayyan variety of Tigrinya. Of course, the researcher 

has not discovered any clear evidence which explains the reason for the innovation of such 

sounds yet. Some previous works have reported that the variation between is an influence from 

Amharic and to some extent from Afan Oromo, Afar and Agow. It is true that there is a high 

degree of influence from Amharic on the Rayyan variety of Tigrinya. The current researcher, in 

this regard, has also discovered that there are a number of Tigrinya phonemes replaced by 

Amharic phonemes and frequently used by some of the RD speaking students in their written test 

and oral classroom interaction during Tigrinya sessions. The root cause for the innovation of the 

other phonemes of the Rayyan variety of Tigrinya, however, is not identified. The innovations, 

therefore, might be either due to influences from Afan Oromo, Afar and Agow, or there might be 

any other historical reason which might have possibly caused such disparity between the two 

varieties (ST and RD) of Tigrinya. In fact, further study will be required to investigate the 

possible causes for the innovations of such phonemes.  

 

Whatever the possible causes might be, there are changes of sounds between the RD and the 

mainstream Tigrinya variety. In this study, it has been noticed that the deviations in 

pronunciation of phonemes between the RD and the ST bring about an impact in implementing 

the ST as a medium of instruction in the primary education of the Alamata woreda. The students 

have been observed making interferences of the phonemes of their own dialect into the language 

of instruction (ST) both in oral and the written form. 

 

The researcher clearly observed that sometimes the interferences of the pronunciation of the 

Rayyan dialect into the ST, which is the language of instruction, confuses some Tigrinya 

teachers who cannot speak the RD. For example, as we can see from the data described so far, 

the replacements of the fricative [z] by the stop [d], the nasal sound [n] by the oral sound [d], the 

stop sounds ([d], [k] and [ʔ]) by the approximants ([r], [h] and [y] respectively), in certain 

situations bring about confusion for the Tigrinya teachers who speak only the standard variety of 

Tigrinya in the actual classroom teaching-learning process. For instance, the students pronounce 

the expressions as dӓmhӓrӓ “one who taught”, dabӓy “to where” instead of the teachers‟ 

expected pronunciation, zӓmhӓrӓ and nabӓy respectively. It has been noticed that these teachers 

were not able to understand the students‟ words, like dɨbɨllaʕ “to be eaten”, dɨyyӓ “there”, Ɂargi 

“donkey”,  ћayӓwӓ “he became well”, Ɂatta “you (SGM)”, ћašwu “he lied”, t’äli “goat”, šäbru 

“he broke”  and the like respectively as representing the meanings intended by the students due 

to differences in the pronunciations of the phonemes for which the equivalent terms the teachers 

know in the standard variety of Tigrinya, are zɨbɨllaʕ, nɨyyӓ, Ɂadgi,  ћawӓyӓ, Ɂanɨtta, ћasiwu, t’el 

and sӓyru respectively.  
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Furthermore, from the data given in table 15, everyone can easily comprehend that 

communication gap between teachers and some students of the primary schools of Alamata in 

the actual classroom teaching learning process would take place as due to the replacement some 

Tigrinya pharyngeal sounds by some Amharic glottal sounds. In this regard, the researcher has 

observed some Tigrinya teachers allowing students to ask and answer questions in Amharic 

during Tigrinya period because those teachers were not able to understand some expressions of 

the students. From the classroom observation, the researcher has realized that most of the 

students are able to explain their idea clearly in Amharic than in ST, and it was easier for some 

Tigrinya teachers to understand the students‟ expressions in Amharic more clearly than in the 

RD. And this shows us how the communication gap among Tigrinya teachers who are not 

familiar with the RD and the students whose   variety is the RD is high.  

So such a large number of phonological interference of the RD into the ST by the grade seven 

students of the Alamatan primary schools, as it has been indicated in the data so far have 

negative pedagogical implication in implementing the ST as the language of instruction in the 

classroom in particular and in achieving the educational objectives of the woreda in general. This 

is due to the pedagogical fact that it can be hardly possible to educate /instruct children without 

adequate command of instructional language. In order to be successful in the actual classroom 

teaching learning process, the language of instruction should be very familiar for both the 

students and the teachers. If both the teachers and the students are not adequately competent with 

the language of schooling, it is true that they face difficulties in the classroom instructions and to 

attain their educational objectives. Therefore, both students and teachers must be provided with 

medium of instruction they know very well in order to create healthy and effective classroom 

instruction and then to achieve the required educational objectives. 

 

4.2.2. Grammatical Interference of Rayyan Dialect into the ST 

 

Grammatical interference can be treated both at morphological and syntactic levels. This part of 

the paper deals with the analysis of how morphological and syntactic interferences of the RD 

affects the ST by bringing  about meaning change in the actual classroom teaching learning 

process through some examples from the data.  

 

4.2.2.1. Morphological Interference of Rayyan Dialect  

 

According to Haspelmath (2002:1), the term morphology refers to the study of the internal 

structure of words. Morphological interference as stated by Weinreich (1953:14-47) refers to a 

linguistic /language interference, which occurs when a bidialectal/bilingual speaker identifies 

morphemes and class of morphemes in language chain in syntax and uses it in the speech act.  
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From the analysis of morphological variations of Tigrinya stated in (Asfaw (1991), Daniel 

Teklemariam (1991), Asmerom (1991), Yikune-Amlak (2000) and Tsehaye (2009)) one can 

understand that there are certain morphemes that can bring about significant differences among 

the different dialect speakers of Tigrinya. The current study in this part tries to reveal some 

morphological variations, (particularly affixes of person and negation morphemes) between the 

ST and the RD and how they bring about confusions and communication gaps among the 

teachers and the students of the Alamatan primary schools. In this regard, the researcher has 

clearly noticed during his field work in the sample primary schools of Alamata woreda that 

morphological interferences of the RD into the medium of instruction take place and sometimes 

create confusion as well as bring about meaning change practically in the Tigrinya language 

sessions.  

  

In what follows, the researcher tries to describe and discuss how such morphological 

interferences create confusion and meaning change in Tigrinya classroom interactions by taking 

and elaborating some of the examples from the data collected during the field work. For 

convenience, first the morphological data about the affixes of person in each of the two dialects 

with their meanings in English will be given. A brief summary on how such variation confuses 

and brings about meaning change will be dealt with. Next to this section, the data on negation 

morphemes will be described first, and then discussion on how such morphemes bring about 

variation between the two dialects of Tigrinya will be briefly discussed. 

 

a) Affixes of Person 

It is common to observe that affixes of person mostly result in variation in meaning between the 

ST and RD. To begin with, let us see how the affixes of person in the Tigrinya root word /bäliʕ-/, 

„eat‟ in the ST, brings about variation in meaning between the ST and the RD in the following 

data.  

Table 16: Affixes of Person and meaning differences between RD and ST  

          Word                           Meaning in ST     Meaning in RD                

a. bäliʕ-u                                                       

     eat-DET. PAS.3SGM       he ate                                  ------------ 

b. bälʕ-u                                                                                    

     eat-DET.PRS.3PLM            “ they(M) eat”                        eat.DET.PAS.3SGM      “he ate”   

c. bäliʕ-om                            they (M) ate                                  ---------- 

d. bälʕ-om                                he eats them (M)                             they (M) ate          

e. bäliʕ-a                            she ate                         ---------- 

f. bälʕ-a                                    he eats her, they(F) eat                    she ate   

g. bäliʕ-än                            they (F) ate                      ---------- 

h. bälʕ-än                            he eats them (F)                             they (F) ate 

i. bäliʕ-xa                            you (SGM) ate            ---------- 

j. bälʕɨ-xa                            -----------                                    you (SGM) ate  
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k. bäliʕ-xi                            you (SGF) ate                       ----------- 

l. bälʕɨ-xi                 -----------                                      you (SGF) ate  

m. bäliʕ-xum                           you (PLM) ate                    -------------   

n. bälʕɨ-xum                           they(M) eat you(PLM)                you (PLM) ate  

o. bäliʕ-xɨn                           you (2PLF) ate                     -----------  

p. bälʕɨ-xn                        --------------                                  you (PLF) ate 

q. bäliʕ-ä                I ate                                   ------------ 

r. bälʕ-ä                he eats                                          I ate  

s. bäliʕ-na                           we ate                       ------------ 

t. bälʕɨ-na                       -------------                                    we ate 

From the above data we can realize that the following three points can be drawn from the 

morphological variations between the two varieties of Tigrinya. 

1) The verbal stem appears only as /bӓlʕ/ in the RD, whereas in the ST, it can appear both as 

/bӓlʕ/ and / bӓliʕ/.  

           For example:  

a.  RD /bӓlʕ-u/ “he ate”                         ST /bӓliʕ-u/ “he ate” 

b.  RD  /bӓlʕ-om/ “they (M) ate”           ST /bӓliʕ-om/ “they (M) ate” 

c.  RD /bӓlʕ-ӓn/ “they (F) ate”              ST /bӓlʕ-u/ “they (M) eat” 

d.  RD /bӓlʕ-a/ “she ate”                       ST /bӓlʕ-om/ “he eats them (M)” 

 

2) The suffix for a specific person attached to the /bӓliʕ/ stem in ST will have the same 

meaning in the RD when the same suffix appears in the /bӓlʕ/ stem. 

For example:    

a.  ST /bӓliʕ-u/    = RD /bӓlʕ-u/ “he ate” 

b.   ST /bӓliʕ-om/  = RD /bӓlʕ-om/ “they ate” 

c. ST / bӓliʕ-a/    = RD / bӓlʕ-a/ “she ate” 

d. ST/ bӓliʕ-ӓ/    =  RD / bӓlʕ-ӓ/ “I ate” 

e. ST/ bӓliʕ-ӓn/  = RD / bӓlʕ-ӓn/ “they (F) ate” 

f. ST/ bӓliʕ-χa/  = RD / bӓlʕ-χa/ “you (SGM) ate” 

3) The suffix that appears attached to the /bӓlʕ/ stem in ST will always take a   different 

meaning from that happens in the RD. 

       For example: 

a. In ST /bӓlʕ-u/, /-u/ represents “3PLM” while in RD it represents “3SGM”. 

b. The suffix /-a/ as in /bӓlʕ-a/ represents “3SGFO” in ST where as in RD, it 

signifies “3PLF”. 

c. The suffix /-om/ in /bӓlʕ-om/ represents “3PLMO” in ST, but in RD, it represents 

“3PLM”.  

Therefore, since a suffix attached to the /bӓlʕ/ stem in the ST and the RD show different 

meanings, there results a lot of confusion and communication problem between speakers who 

directly communicate using the two dialects with each other. 
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b) Negation Morphemes 

i) Presentation on variation due to negation markers 

According to Gebremedhin and Hailemchael (1991a: 283-306), there are a number of 

grammatical and lexical variations in Tigrinya. In addition to the dialectal variations in the 

possessive markers, forms with „to‟ and relative forms the authors have stated that there are 

morphological variations regarding negative markers in Tigrinya. They indicated that there are 

two forms of the negative, i.e. the ‘Ɂay---n’ and the ‘yä---y’. Tsehaye (2009:20) states that there 

is one more negative marker „Ɂay---y’, which belongs to the Wajerat dialect. The two forms of 

negative markers stated by Gebremedhin and Hailemchael (1991), however, have not clearly 

differentiated which form belongs to which dialect. But the current researcher is able to identify 

that the first negative marker (Ɂay---n) belongs to the standard Tigrinya, which is used as 

medium of instruction and the second form (yä---y) belongs to the dialect of Tigrinya spoken in 

Rayya from the data that are gathered from the grade seven students and from the grade seven 

textbooks as shown below.  

 

Table 17: Negative Markers in RD and    ST          

Negative Markers in RD      Negative Markers in ST        Gloss 

a. yä----y     Ɂay---n          not 

b. yä-χäd-χu-y                Ɂay---käd-ku-n         I did not go 

c. yä-χäd-χɨ-y     Ɂay---käd-kɨ-n         you (SGF) did not go 

d. yä-χäd-χa-y     Ɂay---käd-ka-n         you (SGM) did not go 

e. yä-χäd-χɨnɨ-y                 Ɂay---käd-kɨnɨ-n                          you (PLF) did not go 

f. yä-χäd-χumɨ-y    Ɂay---käd-kumɨ-n                     you (PLM) did not go 

g. yä-χäd-a-y     Ɂay---käd-a-n          they (F) did not go    

 

We can see in the above data that the negative marker morphemes in both dialects occur both at 

word initial and at word final positions. For instance, in the word „yä-χäd-χu-y’ in the RD, the 

discontinuous morpheme /yä-/ and /-y/ is a negative marker. The morpheme /χäd-/ is the root 

word, which means „go‟ and the morpheme /-χu-/ marks the first person, singular “I”. In the 

same way, the discontinuous morpheme /Ɂay-/ and /-n/ in the word /Ɂay-käd- ku-n/ marks the 

negative marker „not‟. The morpheme /käd-/ is the root word which means „go‟ and the 

morpheme /-ku-/ marks the first person singular „I‟. Putting the phonological differences in the 

verbal root and the pronominal suffix out of consideration for the time being, let us focus on the 

form of the negation marker alone. The initial part of the negative marker in the RD /yä-/ is 

completely different from the initial part of the negative marker morpheme /Ɂay-/ in the ST. 

Similarly the final part of the negative marker morpheme in RD is /-y/ which is different from 

the final part of the negative marker morpheme /-n/ in ST.  

 

So, from the data collected through the written test and critical classroom observation, the 

researcher observed and found that the above variations in the negative markers coupled with the 
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phonological differences within the word are again causes of confusion and communication 

barrier between the Tigrinya teachers and the grade seven students who speak the RD in the 

actual classroom interaction. 

 

ii) Discussion on the variations and consequences of negative markers 

 

As we have seen in the above description regarding the negation morphemes, there was again a 

great disparity between the two varieties of Tigrinya. However, the researcher is not able to find 

out the possible sources for the variation of these negative markers. The difference shown in the 

RD is innovated in that variety. There might be a historical reason, which has caused such 

innovation of negative markers in the variety of Tigrinya spoken in Rayya in general and in 

Alamata and its surroundings in particular. To discover the possible sources of this innovation, 

other studies have to be conducted in the future. But for the time being, let us see the impact of 

such variations in negation morphemes between the ST and the RD on the implementation of the 

ST as the language of instruction in Alamatan primary schools, which is the main focus of this 

study. 

 

The researcher has found the grade seven students of the sample Alamatan primary schools 

making the interference of negation morpheme of the RD into the ST. The data gathered through 

the writing test and the critical observation of the researcher has revealed that the students have 

made such interference when they write and speak using the ST. For example, some students 

have been noticed saying yäχädχuy instead of ST word Ɂaykädkun “I did not go”, in their 

classroom interaction.  As they are plainly seen, there are both phonological and morphological 

differences between the varieties. The discontinuous initial morpheme /Ɂay-/ of the ST in the 

given example is replaced by the discontinuous initial negation marker /yӓ-/ of the RD in the 

pronunciation of the students. Furthermore, the velar, stop and voiceless sound [k] of the ST is 

substituted by the velar, fricative and voiceless [χ] in the RD. And the final discontinuous 

negation marker morpheme /-n/ of the standard variety is changed into the final discontinuous 

negation marker morpheme /-y/ in the Rayyan variety of Tigrinya.  

 

The interviewed Tigrinya teachers who are not familiar with the RD attested that they are not 

clear with the words that most of the time they are confused by such expressions from their 

students. Such confusion in an actual classroom teaching learning process, in Alamatan primary 

schools, therefore, slows down the effectiveness and clarity of the general classroom instruction. 

It also creates difficulty in implementing and promoting the standard variety of Tigrinya as the 

language of schooling in these primary schools. 

4.2.2.2. Morpho-Syntactic Interference 

The morpho-syntactic interference of the RD into the medium of instruction mainly happens due 

to the influence of Amharic structure on the Rayyan dialect. For elaboration and clarification, let 

us compare some examples from ST, RD and Amharic as follows.  
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                    ST                         RD                 Amharic           

Example:1    ʔɨti  mӓmɨhr          mӓmɨhr-u                        mӓmɨhr-u 

          the  teacher          teacher-DET.3SGM   teacher-DET.3SGM          

                     “the teacher”          “the teacher”    “the   teacher” 

From the examples, one can realize that the RD and Amharic have the same bound morpheme 

i.e. /-u/, which determines the third person, singular and masculine, and their morph-syntactic 

pattern is also the same. Contrary to this, however, the ST has the free morpheme /ʔɨti/, instead 

to mark the same person.  For more clarification, consider the phrase in a clausal context. 

   Example: 2    In Standard Tigrinya                                                              

                       Ɂiti                   mӓmɨhr        nab    bet    tɨmhɨrti   käydu  

                    DET.3SGM   teacher          to     house  lesson      go.PAS.3SGM  

                    “the teacher went to  school”  

 

 Example: 3     In Rayyan Dialect of Tigrinya  

 

                      mӓmɨhr -u                  dab     tɨmhɨrti  bet  χäydu 

                      teacher -DET.3SGm        to     lesson  house   go.PAS.3SGM  

                    “the teacher went to school”  

 

Example 4 In Amharic  

                  mӓmɨhr -u         wädä tɨmhɨrt   bet            hedä 

                 teacher -DET.3SGM     to    lesson    house           go.PAS.3SGM 

                 “the teacher went to school”  

 

 

From the above description, we can understand that both the RD and Amharic follow the same 

morph-syntactic structure i.e. they have the same bound morpheme [-u] occurring in the same 

position as a suffix. The structure of the word both in the RD and Amharic is: “Noun (subject)” + 

“Determiner (Definite)”, whereas in ST the structure is phrasal and the order of morphemes is 

“Determiner” (which is the free morpheme /Ɂiti/, + “Noun (subject)”. So, it can be recognized 

that the grammatical interference of RD into the ST takes place due to the influences of Amharic. 

In other words, this is tantamount to saying that this is Amharic interference in Standard 

Tigrinya. 

4.2.3. Lexical Interference of RD into ST 

 

This section deals with the analysis of lexical interference of RD into the ST. The analysis and 

discussion will focus on the data that are collected from the sample grade seven students of the 

Alamatan primary schools. First words of RD obtained from the data and their corresponding 

meanings in the ST with a gloss in English will be presented, and second, discussion on the data 

will be made in brief.  
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Lexical interferences are common to take place in the Tigrinya classroom sessions particularly in 

Alamatan primary schools. The data in the first column in the list below are taken as sample 

from the data collected through the written test, interview, questionnaire and the researcher‟s 

critical classroom observation from both the students and Tigrinya teachers of the Alamatan 

primary schools. And the data in the second column are equivalents sought from the ST to show 

the variation and how communication gap would result due to the lexical interferences from the 

RD. 

Table 18: Lexical Items 

              RD               ST                Gloss                     

a.  ʕɨrya              maʕrä                equal   

b. Ɂɨxli                   sɨgäm                           barley  

c. sɨnday                sɨrnay                           wheat                       

d. sarba              danga                           leg                        

e. mɨzga               yäman                          right hand             

f. kärän                gobo                             mountain               

g. Ɂom               gäräb                  tree                      

h. hɨrras               dɨk‟k‟as                  asleep                   

i. Č‟ällä                ħɨrray                 okay                     

j. bormašɨlla          mɨšälabaħri                  maize            

k. t‟ɨraћ                 t‟ɨray                 only                    

l. gäräway              goräbet                        neighbor             

m. ħɨwšal                 ħɨwwas                          mixed                                   

n. šäkkittu              fäs‟s‟immu                    completely 

o. lälä                 dɨmma                   also                   

p. bɨχ‟addämay        bɨɁamhoy                   previous day              

q. t‟ɨyyak‟e              ħɨtto                         question                   

r. mäbt                     mäsäl                      right            

s. Ɂɨwk‟ät                 fɨlt‟ät                      knowledge  

t.  x
w
ӓrya                   buxarya              fox 

u. ʔandӓňňa              k‟ӓddӓmay             first 
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v. hullätäňňa       kalɁay             second  

w. lӓmɨssale            nɨɁabɨnnät              for example  

x. χolӓta                  ʕaso                      malaria   

y. käfti               Ɂaħa                        cattle    

z. käray                bɨzuħ                      many  

aa. s‟ɨwwa             zäräba           speechs 

bb. gurra                 s‟ägam      left-hand   

cc. mammo             lama                       razor 

dd. t‟ɨray              Ɂɨxli                crop 

ee.   Ɂuš             sux‟              be quite   

ff. näga      s‟ɨbaħ         tomorrow  

gg. gäläba             ħasär                hay   

hh. Ɂat‟ʕa   bɨtäy                calf   

ii. ɁayyäɁä         Ɂabboy                father          

 

a) Discussion on Lexical Interference 

 

As the above data exemplify, objects have different lexical representations in the two dialects of 

Tigrinya (the RD and ST). For example, the word for „equal‟ in RD is ʕɨrya, but its equivalent in 

the ST is maʕrä, and the word for „barley‟ in RD is Ɂɨxli, and its equivalent in the ST is sɨgäm 

etc. 

 

Some of the words of the RD in the above data have another meaning in the ST, which is 

different from the meaning that the words have in the RD, and some of the words in the RD are 

with no meanings in the ST. For example, the word t’ɨray in RD means “crop”, but in ST, it 

means “only”. The word Ɂɨxli is “barley” in RD, but it is “any crop” in ST. The term ʕaddi in RD 

mostly refers to “house” and sometimes to “country”, but in the ST, it has only the meaning of 

“country”. The rest of the words of the RD listed in the above data, however, are non-existent in 

the ST.  

 

There are certain words which have similarity with some Amharic words. For instance, the 

words sɨnday, t’ɨray, kӓfti and bɨχ’addӓmay of the RD have similarity with the Amharic words 

sɨnɨddɨye “wheat” t’ɨrre “any crop”, kӓbt “cattle” and bӓk’ӓddӓm “previous time” respectively. 

In addition, there are some Amharic borrowed words in the RD; for example, the words 

ʔandӓňňa “first” gӓlӓba “hay”, Ɂɨwk’ät “knowledge”, mäbt “right”, t’ɨyyak’e “question” and the 

like are borrowed from Amharic. This shows Amharic influence as one source of the variation 
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between the two varieties of Tigrinya. But, the researcher has not discovered the sources of many 

other words yet. 

 

The grade seven students of the sample primary schools of Alamata have been noticed when they 

use some of the words given in the above data in their oral classroom interaction and some of 

them in their written test. So from such lexical interferences of the RD into the ST by students, 

one can notice that there has been communication gap between/among the students who speak 

the RD and the Tigrinya teachers who only know the ST in the actual classroom interactions, 

mainly due to meaning variation between the two varieties of Tigrinya. 

  

Many of the students have been noticed using Amharic words both in the oral and written forms 

during Tigrinya sessions. For, instance, the students were observed using Amharic words such as 

t’ɨyyak’e “question” lӓmɨssale “for example”, Ɂɨwk’ät “knowledge” and the like instead of the 

corresponding Tigrinya words, ħɨtto, nɨɁabɨnnät, fɨlt’t’ät and the like respectively in their oral 

classroom interactions during Tigrinya sessions. 

 

 Furthermore, it was also noticed that most of the students use Amharic words like mäbt “right”, 

hullättäňňa “second” etc, instead of the equivalent Tigrinya words mäsäl, xalɁay in the 

paragraph they wrote. 

 

The reason why these students make interferences of Amharic with Tigrinya could be due to the 

fact that the variety of Tigrinya spoken in Rayya in general and in Alamata in particular is highly 

influenced by Amharic. Since Amharic is spoken by more than 33 % of the total population of 

Alamata woreda (Public Office of the Rayya-Alamata Woreda) and since Amharic is widely 

spoken by the people of the woreda in different socio-economic activities of the society (Moges, 

1993), the Tigrinya variety spoken in this woreda is distorted by the influence of Amharic. As a 

result of this, most of the people are observed by the researcher using Amharic in their daily 

communication. Since the students are also part of the whole society, they have been observed 

using Amharic to communicate with the people of the community in general and with their peers 

instead of Tigrinya.  

 

The Rayyan, specifically Alematan dialect of Tigrinya shows a significant variation from the 

mainstream Tigrinya variety. In education, most of the students of Alamatan primary schools, 

therefore, consider Amharic as their first language and Tigrinya as their second language 

(interviewees from Bruh-Tesfa and Mibraq primary schools).  Due to this fact, these students are 

noticed making linguistic interferences of Amharic into Tigrinya at all levels of linguistics when 

they speak and write during Tigrinya classroom sessions.  

 

It was also observed that most of the Tigrinya teachers were denying the students‟ use of 

Amharic to reflect what they understand and not understand in the classroom interactions. But 
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from the pedagogical and applied linguistics point of view, the use of mother tongue or home 

language by students in schools has to be accepted and appreciated by teachers. It is important to 

keep in mind especially in the area of schooling that linguistic features associated with 

vernacular dialect/language is not the result of poor or incomplete language learning and its use 

does not impede cognitive development. Correctness in language is a matter of social 

acceptability. So, in schools, students should be encouraged to build competence in speaking and 

writing in the standard variety, but their vernacular language must be respected as evidence of 

social identity and linguistic expertise. 

 

4.3. Total Use of Amharic during Tigrinya Sessions  

 

The current researcher has found that the above case exists in the border area between Tigray and 

Amhara regions particularly, between the Rayya Alamata of Tigray and the Rayya Kobo of 

Amhara. The researcher, in his field work observed that the societies who live in Wajja, Selen-

Weha and Tumuga kebeles in the Rayya-Alamata of Tigray, are speakers of only Amharic. The 

sample grade seven students of Wajja and Selen Weha primary schools were observed being 

unable to express their ideas using Tigrinya during Tigrinya classroom sessions. This problem 

has also been noticed by some researchers earlier.  

 

From the quotation above, one can easily understand that there is lack of communication among 

ST speakers and the residents of Alamata who speak the RD as well as those who live in an 

entirely Amharic speaking kebeles.  

 

According to the data obtained from the public and government relationship officials of the 

Rayya-Alamata woreda, there are six (6) kebeles among the total of sixteen (16) where residents 

are entirely Amharic speakers. The statistical data from the woreda education office also 

indicates that the number of primary schools and primary school students in these sole Amharic 

MT kebeles is 19 and 8706 (4917 male and 3789 female) respectively. From this we can 

understand that there are 8706 primary school students most or all of whom have Amharic 

mother tongue, but the medium of instruction in which they learn is Tigrinya.  

 

Classroom observation in “Selen-Weha” and Wajja (two of the 19 primary schools of the 

Amharic speaking community), showed that the students were not able to use Tigrinya at all 

during the actual Tigrinya classroom lessons. Of course, the researcher observed that these 

students have had some listening competence in Tigrinya, but they are not able to speak Tigrinya 

during Tigrinya sessions. The researcher observed that the Tigrinya teachers in these classrooms 

were teaching using Tigrinya for the sake of addressing in the regional policy, but used Amharic 

to further teacher-students interactions in the actual classroom teaching learning process. It was 

only one exceptional student, who came from Adwa (central Tigray), who was observed using 

Tigrinya during classroom interaction. 
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To support this data obtained through observation, the researcher has administered the written 

test for the sample subject students in both primary schools. However, only 6 students wrote 

their own paragraphs which were literally Amharic than Tigrinya, while the rest (18 students) 

returned the question paper without any attempt. A photocopied sample paragraph of one student 

written in Amharic is attached, here, below.  

                           

 
      Figure: 3 Extract from paragraph writing in Amharic             

Furthermore, the researcher conducted an interview with the grade seven Tigrinya teachers of 

those two sample primary schools. The researcher raised questions regarding the issues of how 

communication takes place among them and their students and, how they assess their students in 

respect to Tigrinya subject and what the attitude of the students towards learning Tigrinya looks 

like.  

 

Regarding communication between them and their students during Tigrinya sessions, the grade 

seven Tigrinya teacher in Wajja primary school reflected that it is very difficult to teach Tigrinya 

at Wajja, where the total population both inside and outside the school is almost wholly Amharic 

speaker. The interviewee reflected his idea about the issue that the researcher raised as follows: 

 

I could not be considered as Tigrinya teacher here. I always translate the Tigrinya 

vocabularies, proverbs and even contents conveyed by certain passages and proverbs 

found in grade seven Tigrinya text book into Amharic. My role in the actual classroom 

teaching-learning process, therefore, is not teaching Tigrinya; rather my role is translating 

Tigrinya into Amharic. Here, I always face a great difficulty to find and use equivalent 

terms and expressions of Amharic. So it is possible to say teaching Tigrinya here in 

Wajja where the students‟ mother tongue is Amharic, is simply waste of time and 

resources. 
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But as far as the researcher‟s understanding of how to treat learners whose mother tongue is not 

the language of instruction is concerned, language teachers should not complain on students‟ 

difficulty when they use the target language. Any teacher has to be aware of that it could be 

common for students to use ones‟ own mother tongue to reflect what they understand about a 

certain issue and to ask about an issue which they might not be familiar with, using their home 

language. Furthermore, teachers have to try their best to make their students clear with any 

linguistic elements of the target language by translating from the language of instruction into the 

language of the children.   

 

In relation to this reflection, what the researcher raised was a question about how other teachers 

in other subjects which are taught in Tigrinya carry out their instruction. The interviewee replied 

for this question by stating that almost all other subject teachers with the exception of English 

teach in Amharic. He added that only Tigrinya teachers attempt to teach in Tigrinya. 

Furthermore, the researcher asked the interviewee to reflect on how non-instructional 

communication between the teachers and their students takes place. The informant then 

explained the issue as follows.  

 

Most of our students do not have such great difficulty in listening Tigrinya. But they are 

not able to express their idea, opinions and the like using Tigrinya both in a spoken and 

written version. Instead of Tigrinya, they use Amharic to ask and answer questions and to 

reflect their general understanding of a certain issue. So as a result of this, we are forced 

to use Amharic more than Tigrinya in order to communicate with our students during 

Tigrinya classroom sessions. Generally, Tigrinya is not properly implemented as first 

language instruction in our school where the total school population speaks Amharic as a 

first language. 

 

Regarding the way how the students, are assessed Tigrinya lessons, both of the interviewee 

teachers explained that students are given specific areas mostly words (vocabularies) with their 

synonymous and opposite meanings to study and to memorize for their examinations. Then 

objective type questions (multiple choices, true- false and matching types of questions) are given 

in the examinations. Speaking and writing skills of the students are not assessed as the students 

find it difficult to express their ideas through written and spoken Tigrinya.  

 

The interviewees also said that there is a special criterion of assessment that applies through the 

19 primary schools of the entirely Amharic speakers of the Rayya Alamata woreda. In spite of 

the fact that most of the students do not have the required competence of Tigrinya and 

knowledge of subject matter which are prepared in Tigrinya textbooks, students earn satisfactory 

marks due to the working criterion of measurement and evaluation. 

 

However, as the researcher understands of the pedagogical point view, students should be taught 

all language skills in an integrated way. Language teachers have to teach their students all the 
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language skills of the new language, and they have to motivate their students in order to make 

them master these language skills. Learners must be assisted to develop a positive attitude 

towards learning the new language and they have to be made aware of the fact that they can be 

successful in their academic at school if they have a good command of language of instruction. 

Moreover, teachers have to tell their learners that being bidialectal or bilingual is really 

important for them in order to be able to communicate with people from outside of their speech 

community. Therefore, any language teacher has to teach and assess his/her students all the 

language skills.  

 

4.4. Language Attitudes to the Medium of Instruction  

 

Language use is fundamentally such a personal affair that real change is only possible with the 

consent of language users (Fasold, 1984: 225). The effectiveness of language used for instruction 

highly depends on people‟s attitude towards the language used rather than the demographic fact 

of language distribution (Tsehaye, 1977:3). This is to say that a language of instruction which 

has good acceptance by the society speeds up the implementation of the educational programs 

and thus helps to achieve the intended educational objectives easily. Therefore, an assessment of 

the attitude of students towards the language of instruction is an essential component to be 

considered before any decision is made in any educational language policy making.  

 

According to Fasold (1984:147-149), if attitudinal assessment is not conducted to make decision 

on the language of instruction, failure of the decision may reveal itself at a later stage, by the 

rejection from individuals, or from people or in the poor achievement of students who learned 

under the pressure from political forces. Generally, the most important factor, according to 

Nyawaranda (2000:26), which determines how quickly a child learns, is not the language he/she 

uses, but his/her attitude towards the language used.  

 

4.4.1. The Attitudes of students of Alamatan primary schools towards the languages 

 

The main objective of using MT as medium of instruction is to make the teaching-learning 

process more effective; pupils‟ attitudes towards the language of instruction plays a facilitating 

role for the success of educational attainment. Perhaps one of the most crucial things to be 

considered when making decision about which language to use in schools is the pupils‟ attitudes 

(Philips, 1989:65). Unless students have positive attitude towards the medium of instruction, the 

interests and activities of students may hinder the success in learning achievement (Mnkandla, 

2000:80). Therefore, the teaching-learning process can take place effectively and the learners can 

successfully attain objectives when they have positive attitude towards the language of 

instruction, and teaching- learning activities can be more effective and learners understand when 

they have positive attitudes towards the medium of instruction.  
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This study, therefore, tried to assess the attitude of the students of the Alamatan primary schools 

towards the four varieties RD, ST, Amharic and English to which they are exposed in life and 

schooling. The students were first asked to indicate which of the above languages they prefer to 

use as medium of instruction for primary education.  Their responses are summarized in the table 

below followed by discussions. 

              

 

Language preferred  

Respondents 

In Number In Percent (%) 

ST 10 6.25 

RD 64 40.00 

Amharic  78 48.75 

Other (English) 8 5.00 

Total  160 100 

 

Table 19: Students’ preference of medium of instruction in primary school  

 

The above data show that only10 (6.25%) of the total 160 students preferred the ST while 

64(40%) preferred the RD to be the medium of instruction. 78(48.75%) of the students reported 

that they preferred Amharic as medium of instruction while only 8(5%) replied that they 

preferred English to be the medium of instruction. From this data, therefore, one can easily 

understand that Amharic and RD are preferred more than the ST and English to be the medium 

of instruction in primary education.  

 

Furthermore, the students were asked to reason out why they preferred a certain language as their 

medium of instruction in primary school. Then 10 (6.25%) of the students reflected that they 

preferred the ST because it is their dialect; 64(40%) of the students accounted for their 

preference of the RD to be the medium of instruction in that it is through that dialect they can 

express their ideas, social and cultural thoughts than the Tigrinya being used as language of 

instruction at present. 60 of the 78 students who preferred Amharic, reacted that they preferred 

Amharic because it is their mother tongue, and the remaining 18 students of the total 78 students 

preferred Amharic because it is through Amharic that they can easily understand their lessons. 

The remaining 8(5%) of the sample students preferred English to be the medium of instruction 

because they can be fluent in English if they learn the other subjects in English.  

 

In general, the data show that the majority of the students preferred Amharic and the RD to be 

their medium of instruction respectively. From this figure, one can comprehend that it is through 

Amharic and the RD that most of the students of the Alamatan primary schools want to learn 

their primary education. This shows us that they could be able to write or speak their thoughts in 

Amharic and in the RD better than in the ST and in English. 
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Students‟ attitudes towards the medium of instruction are very crucial factors for the successful 

achievements of instructional objectives in schools. If students do not have a positive attitude 

towards the language of instruction, it is true that the failure of instructional objectives in schools 

will take place. It is this fact that anyone can realize about the attitudes of the students of the 

Alamatan primary schools towards the medium of instruction (ST). 

 

The above data reported that 150 (93.75%) of the subjects have a negative attitude towards the 

language of instruction. And this might imply that the medium of instruction (ST) is not well 

implemented in the primary schools of the Alamata woreda. In other words, this might mean that 

the instructional objectives of the primary education in that particular woreda are not achieved. 

Therefore, teachers, school principals, parents and other concerned bodies need to discuss this 

issue and work together to make the students develop a positive attitude towards the language of 

instruction in order to attain the instructional objectives.  They have to deal to provide the 

students with language of instruction in which they know and learn better.  

 

The students were also given some statements of attitude and were required to show whether 

they „strongly agree‟, „agree‟, „partially agree‟ „disagree‟ or „strongly disagree‟ to the statement. 

Their responses for each of the statements are summarized in the table below.  

 

Statement 1: “I am happy that I learn in ST.” 

 

Response 

                Respondents 

Number Percent (%) 

Strongly agree 10 6.25 

Agree 15 9.375 

Partially agree 23 14.375 

Disagree 27 16.875 

Strongly Disagree 85 53.125 

Total 160 100 

Table 20: Respondents’ attitude towards   learning in ST  

 

As we can see from the above table, the majority of the respondents, i.e. 85 (53.125%) reported 

that they strongly disagree with the given statement, implying that they are unpleasant in the 

choice of the medium of education in their primary schools. 27 (16.875%) also reflected that 

they disagree with the given statement, and 23 (14.375%) reacted that they partially agree; 

whereas, 10 (6.25%) and 15(9.375%) of the total sample respondents stated that they strongly 

agree and agree with the given statement respectively.  

 

In other words, we can figure out from the above data that only 30% of the students have a 

positive attitude towards learning in the ST. However, 70% of the students of the Alamatan 
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primary schools have a negative attitude towards the use of the ST as language of instruction in 

their primary education.   

 

Statement 2: “I will be happy if I learn in RD than in ST.” 

 

Response 

Respondents 

Number Percent (%) 

Strongly agree 51 31.875 

Agree 38 23.75 

Partially agree 32 23.75 

Disagree 14 8.75 

Strongly Disagree 25 15.625 

Total 160 100 

 

Table 21:  Respondents’ attitude towards the RD as medium of instruction 

 

The data in the table above show that 51 (31.875%), 38 (23.75%), and 32 (20%) of the sample 

subjects put their state of agreement by saying strongly agree, agree and partially agree with the 

given statement respectively. However, 25 (15.625%) of the respondents replied that they 

strongly disagree with the given statement, and the rest 14 (8.75%) of the respondents reacted 

that they disagree with the statement. This also reveals that only 39 (24.375%) students have 

disagreed with the use of the RD as their language of instruction in their primary education. On 

the other hand, most of the students, i.e. 121(75.625%) reported that they have agreed with the 

choice of the RD as medium of instruction in their primary education. From this one can realize 

that most of the students of the Alamatan primary schools have a positive attitude towards the 

use of the RD as the language of schooling than the ST.  

 

When we compare the data given in table 20 with that of table 21, the majority of the students in 

table 20 stated that they have a negative attitude towards the choice of the ST as the language of 

instruction in their primary schools. The data in table 21 show that 75.625% of the respondents 

are pleasant with the preference of the RD as the medium of instruction in their primary 

education. Therefore, from the data given in both tables, we can comprehend that many of the 

students would like to prefer the RD to the ST to be their language of instruction in schools. The 

possible reason why most of the students prefer the RD to the ST as the language of education 

and its pedagogical implication will be briefly addressed at the end of this section. 

 

    Statement 3: “I will be happy if I learn in Amharic than in ST.” 

Reflection  Respondents 

In Number In Percent (%) 

Strongly agree 65 40.625 

Agree 43 26.875 
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Partially agree 33 20.625 

Disagree 14 8.75 

Strongly Disagree 5 3.125 

Total 160 100 

   

Table 22:  Respondents’ attitude towards Amharic as the medium of instruction 

  

The data in the above table show that 65 (40.625%), 43 (26.875%) and 33 (20.625%) of the total 

respondents reflected that they strongly agree, agree and partially agree with the given statement. 

However, the rest 14 (8.75%) and 5(3.125%) of the total sample subjects stated that they 

disagree and strongly disagree with the given statement. This means only 11.875% students have 

a negative attitude towards the use of Amharic as the medium of instruction in their schools. 

However, more than 88% of the subjects have a positive attitude towards Amharic as the 

language of instruction in their schools. 

 

 Statement 4: “I will be happy if I learn in English than in ST.”  

Reflection Respondents 

In Number In Percent (%) 

Strongly agree 18 11.25 

Agree 25  15.625   

Partially agree 30 18.75 

Disagree 44 27.5 

Strongly  Disagree 43 26.875 

Total 160 100 

Table 23:  Respondents’ attitude towards English as the medium of instruction 

 

 

The data in the above table prove that the majority of the respondents, i.e. 44 (27.5%), and 

43(26.875%) affirmed that they disagree and strongly disagree with the given statement 

respectively. However, 30 (18.75%) of the respondents reflected their state of agreement by 

putting partially agree; 18 (11.25%) and 25 (15.625) of the respondents reacted that they strongly 

agree and agree with the given statement respectively. In other words, we can realize that more 

than half (54.375%) of the subject students attested that they have a negative outlook towards the 

use of English as the medium of instruction in their primary education. This implies that most of 

the respondents would prefer the ST to English as their language of instruction. 

 

To sum up, the data given in tables 20, 21 and 22 reveal that most of the students have a negative 

attitude towards the Tigrinya variety that has been used as language of instruction in their 

primary education. As table 21 shows, more than half of the subject students stated that they 

want to learn in the Tigrinya variety spoken in Rayya than in the ST. And the data in table 22 
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demonstrate that more than 88% of the respondents are interested in using Amharic as the 

language of schooling. From this, we can comprehend that the use of the ST as MOI in the 

primary schools of Alamata woreda is not implemented in consistence to the will of the 

stakeholders.  

 

Therefore, it is very easy to realize that if learners do not have a positive attitude towards the 

language of instruction, the instruction in the actual classroom teaching-learning processes will 

not be effective. If the classroom instruction is not effective, it is true that the educational 

objectives cannot be successfully achieved. So in order to pursue effective education and 

motivate the students to build a positive attitude towards the use of ST as the language of 

primary education in Rayya, specifically in Alamata and its surroundings, teachers, school teams, 

parents, education officials at woreda, zonal and regional levels, NGOs and other concerned 

bodies have to discuss on this issue and try their best to reduce the students‟ problems of 

attitudes and to promote the successful implantation of the policy of the ST as language of 

instruction 

 

4.4.2. Teachers’ Reflection on Students’ Attitude towards ST, RD, Amharic and English  

Teachers were asked to reflect on what attitudes their students have towards ST, RD Amharic 

and English. Then the reflection of each interviewee is summarized as follows.  

 

The interviewed Tigrinya teacher in Bruh-Tesfa primary school replied that her students have a 

positive attitude towards Amharic than towards ST, RD and English. According to the 

interviewee, the students have the understanding that Amharic is preferable and that it is the 

superior language. Of course, they also have a positive attitude towards the RD, but most of the 

time they are observed speaking Amharic in the classroom and in the school compound in 

general. But they have a negative attitude towards the ST.  

In addition to the above interviewees, the grade seven Tigrinya teacher in Mibraq primary school 

reflected that it is not questionable that the students have a positive attitude towards Amharic, 

and that they are interested to learn in Amharic than in Tigrinya in school. He also asserted that 

this might be due to the reason that first Amharic is widely spoken in their community, and 

secondly that students got a new language of instruction (ST), which greatly varies even from the 

Tigrinya dialect they speak.  

In relation to this, the interviewed grade seven Tigrinya teacher in Wajja primary school 

forwarded his reflection about the attitude of the grade seven students of Wajja primary school in 

the same way. He explained that there is no any hesitation that the students in the primary 

schools of Alamata have a positive attitude towards Amharic. Furthermore, the interviewee 

elaborated that the students are always observed using Amharic to ask and answer questions in 

classroom interactions; they are not eager to try to acquire and use the Standard variety of 

Tigrinya which is used as medium of instruction. 
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The interviewed grade seven Tigrinya teachers in Selen-Weha primary school also explained that 

he tries to push his students to do their best to be able to use the Standard variety of Tigrinya to 

express their views, ideas and feelings with their peers and teachers both in school and outside. 

However, the language they mostly use to communicate with their parents at home and with the 

society in the whole community is Amharic. From this it is possible to conclude that the students 

have a positive attitude towards Amharic.  

The grade seven Tigrinya teachers of the Edget-Fana and Tumuga primary schools stated that 

their students had a positive attitude only towards Amharic in the previous years, and that they 

are on the way to develop a positive attitude towards Tigrinya at present. They also explained 

that their students are using Tigrinya, especially the RD in the actual classroom interaction to 

some extent. However, they attested that there are still a number of students who are under the 

influence of Amharic. Due to the fact that they are able to express their ideas well in Amharic, 

they prefer to speak, to write, and to use it in the actual classroom teaching learning process. 

 

So from all the interviewees who reflected on the attitudes of the students of the Alamatan 

primary schools towards the ST, RD, Amharic and English as the language of instruction in 

their schools, we can realize that most of the students have a positive attitude towards learning 

in Amharic than in the other languages. In other words, the data reveal that the students would 

like to use Amharic as the language of instruction in their primary education. And this shows us 

that this data ensured the finding investigated from the students‟ questionnaire in section 

 

 4.4.1. The Attitudes of students of Alamatan primary schools towards the Languages 

 

There might be different reasons why the students have developed a positive attitude towards 

using Amharic than the ST as the language of instruction in their primary education. First, 

according to the interview, most of the students of Alamatan primary schools have the belief that 

Amharic is the most superior and hence preferred language. And as result of this they have built 

a positive attitude towards Amharic, and they want it to be their language of instruction in their 

schools. Second, according to the office of the public and government relationship of Rayya-

Alamata there are a number of people who speak entirely in Amharic as the MT, and according 

to the education bureau of Rayya-Alamata woreda there are more than 8706 primary school 

students whose mother tongue is Amharic, but they are persuaded to learn their primary 

education in the ST. This might also reveal that these students could have a positive attitude 

towards Amharic due to the fact that most likely children prefer to learn their primary education 

in the language they know very well. The third possible reason could be due to the fact that there 

is a large linguistic influence of Amharic on Tigrinya as a result of high language contact 

between Tigrinya and Amharic. Since the woreda is located at the southern tip of the regional 

state of the present Tigray (see the map pp.5), most of its people share similar religious, social, 

economic, cultural and linguistic aspects with Amhara people of northern Wollo (Moges, 1993). 
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Due to this fact, most of these people use Amharic as the medium of communication in market 

transactions, in mosques and churches as well as in other social and cultural aspects of the 

societies. And as a result of this, the variety of Tigrinya spoken in Alamata, as we have 

repeatedly seen it in many of the data in the previous sections, is highly influenced by Amharic. 

 

So all the above factors could be the possible reasons which might have forced the students to 

portray a positive attitude towards the use of Amharic as medium of primary education in their 

schools 

 

As we have frequently seen in many sections of this paper, such problems have a negative effect 

on the implementation of the ST as language of instruction in particular and on the students‟ 

academic achievement as well as on the success and attainment of the educational objectives of 

the Alamata woreda in general.     

 

4.5. Teachers’ Reaction about Rayyan Dialect and Amharic Interference into the Language 

of Instruction 

 

 This section deals with the analysis of the grade seven Tigrinya teachers‟ reactions on what 

problems they face due to the interference of Rayyan dialect (RD) and Amharic into the ST. It 

also attempts to scrutinize the measures that have been taken so far to solve or minimize the 

problems in the future. 

 

4.5.1. Teachers’ Reflection on what Problems they encountered with RD and Amharic 

Interference in the Language of Instruction 

 

The researcher first asked the interviewed grade seven Tigrinya teachers to reflect on what 

problems they faced in the actual classroom teaching – learning process due to interference with 

RD and Amharic in ST.  The teachers from the Bruh-Tesfa, Mbraq and Edget-Fana reported that 

they face communication barriers. These Tigrinya teachers and the teacher of Tumuga primary 

school (one of the three primary schools of the Rural (Rayya-Alamata) area) explained that 

sometimes communication gap takes place because of phonological, grammatical and lexical 

interferences of both the Rayyan dialect and Amharic into the ST during Tigrinya sessions. They 

stated that most of the students carry out interference of phonology, grammar and lexical items 

which sometimes involve differences in meanings which distort the idea that the students 

intended to mean in the ST. Sometimes the interference creates words which do not have any 

meaning or words that can confuse the teachers during both oral interactions and written 

assessments during classroom sessions. The interviewed teachers also elaborated that most of the 

students are highly influenced by the interference of Amharic both in what they speak and write 

during Tigrinya lessons. 
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The grade seven Tigrinya teachers of the rural primary schools of Selen Weha and Wajja, on the 

other hand replied that they severely face a great difficulty to teach Tigrinya since they teach 

Tigrinya as a first language for students whose mother tongue is Amharic and who come from 

the community where only Amharic is spoken. These teachers also reported that the students 

they teach have some listening competence in Tigrinya, but they are rather poor in speaking and 

writing in Tigrinya; they are not able to express their ideas through the spoken and the written 

form of Tigrinya. They accounted for the great challenge they encounter in the actual classroom 

teaching learning process as resulting from their students‟ entirely Amharic mother tongue 

background. The Tigrinya teacher of Wajja primary school also said that: 

 

Most of the students I teach Tigrinya in the classroom do not speak or write in Tigrinya; I 

teach and ask questions in Tigrinya, but my students try to ask and answer questions in 

Amharic if they understand me. But mostly, I have to translate the Tigrinya terms into 

Amharic in order to make my students understand the content as well as the language 

they fail to comprehend what I say. Here, I also face severe difficulty to find equivalent 

Amharic terms. 

 

From the above reactions, we can realize that teachers who teach in the Alamatan primary 

schools, particularly in primary schools such as Selen-Weha and Wajja where the students are 

wholly Amharic mother tongue speakers have faced difficulties to implement the ST as language 

of schooling. Tigrinya teachers reported that even they have faced problem of finding equivalent 

Amharic terms to make their students clear with what they teach in the actual classroom 

teaching- learning process. In addition to this, those who teach in the primary schools where the 

RD is spoken, have also faced the same difficulty due to the fact that there is a large gap between 

the language of instruction (ST) and the Tigrinya variety spoken in the woreda; this is mainly 

due to the fact that the students make interference of the RD which reveals a large innovation of 

its own linguistic elements on the one hand, and subject to the high influence of Amharic on the 

other hand. 

  

4.5.2. Measures Taken to Solve the Problems Due to Language Interference into the 

Standard Tigrinya Classrooms 

 

 In the previous section, we saw the interviewees‟ reflection on what problems they encountered 

due to the RD and Amharic interferences into the language of instruction, ST. In this section, the 

study tries to show the responses of the interviewee teachers regarding measures that have been 

taken by Tigrinya teachers and other concerned bodies to resolve these problems. 

 

4.5.2.1. Teachers’ Attempts to Solve the Problems  

The interviewed Tigrinya teachers confirmed that measures have been attempted by individual 

teachers, departments and schools to some extent. Most of the interviewed Tigrinya teachers 

stated that they have tried their best to minimize the difficulties that they and their students faced 
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due to the interferences of the RD and Amharic in Standard Tigrinya by giving advices to their 

students that they have to try to be able to speak and write using the ST. In addition, they 

described that they used to try to identify the major variations contributing for the interference 

between the ST and the RD in advance, and then that they used to provide the students with 

equivalent phonemes, morphemes and lexemes whenever the students are forced to make  

interference during classroom teaching learning process. Furthermore, most of the interviewed 

Tigrinya teachers indicated that they prepare notes, (at department level) about the variations in 

pronunciation, morphology, lexicography and syntax to make their students conscious of such 

variations and tried to help them to practice and use the forms of ST both in the classroom 

interaction at school and outside the school.  

 

They also elaborated that they discuss on what and how they assess their students at schools 

level, and then have decided to design exam questions in the way that most of the students can 

answer and earn good results. 

 

Generally, giving advice and identifying the areas where the variations could possibly take place 

in advance are the measures taken by individual teachers in order to solve the problems of 

linguistic interferences of both the RD and Amharic into the ST in classroom instructions. 

Preparing and giving notes about the major linguistic variations between the RD and the ST in 

order to make the students understand such disparities and making the students practice the 

linguistic features of the ST both in written and spoken forms so as to master this variety of 

Tigrinya is the measure taken at department levels. Moreover, deciding what and how to evaluate 

students in order to make them score good results is the only measure taken at school level. 

 

So from the discussion, one can comprehend that a good attempt has been taken by Tigrinya 

teachers both individually and at department levels in order to alleviate the consequent problems 

resulting due to the interferences of the RD and Amharic into the language of instruction. The 

measure taken by schools, however, is not sufficient. School principals could have taken more 

series measures. They should have dealt with all the school communities, with parents and with 

other concerned bodies such as with local and kebele administrators about the issue. 

Furthermore, the school communities should have to deal with the educational officials of the 

Rayya- Alamata Woreda and report how really serious the problems the schools have faced to 

implement the MT policy of primary education is, due to linguistic variations between RD and 

ST and due to the influence of Amharic on Tigrinya. However, it has been reported that the 

school communities failed to do so.  

 

4.5.2.2. Teachers’ Recommendation on the problems of the Language Interference  

The interviewees were also asked to suggest measures to be taken in order to solve or minimize 

the problems due to the RD and Amharic interference into the ST that they and their students 

faced in the actual classroom teaching learning processes. The Tigrinya teachers of Alamata 
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town from Mibraq, Bruh-Tesfa, Edget-Fana schools and the Tigrinya teacher of rural Tumuga 

primary school offered almost the same suggestions on the measures to be taken by teachers, the 

communities, and other concerned bodies.  They recommended that teachers who offer subjects 

other than Tigrinya as a subject have to teach using Tigrinya in which the curriculum is 

designed. They objected that most teachers offer their subjects using Amharic, resulting in lesser 

attention to Tigrinya. This is one of the reasons that made the students passive during Tigrinya 

classes, and develop negative attitude towards Tigrinya as the MOI. Moreover, they suggested 

that the societies should develop a positive attitude towards Tigrinya since they live in the region 

where the official language and the MOI is Tigrinya. 

 

The interviewed sample grade seven Tigrinya teachers of Selen-Weha and Wajja, on the other 

hand, recommended that it is only the concerned bodies that can solve this great issue. They 

suggested that the Regional Education Bureau, curriculum designers, policy makers and other 

concerned bodies have to seriously see this special and consequent educational failure. They 

should conduct different researches, workshops, and discussions with the community and other 

concerned governmental and non-governmental bodies and agree to promote the ST all over the 

region. 

 

From the teachers‟ reflections, we can again realize that even teachers who offer subjects other 

than Tigrinya as a subject have a negative attitude towards using ST as medium of instruction. 

And this is one of the causes of the problems to implement the ST as MOI in Alamata woreda. 

Since some teachers offer their subjects using Amharic, students might have developed a 

negative attitude towards using Tigrigna, which is their language of instruction. Fentahun (1999), 

regarding this issue, discusses that since teachers are the most influential factors in any education 

system, the success or failure of any innovation in the educational program ultimately depends 

on the attitude, values, skills and ability of the classroom teachers. 

 

In connection to this, Beeby (1986:37) explains that teachers are the front line troops of change 

in education; progress in education depends on their own motivation, attitude and freedom to 

innovation. Moreover, Richard (1971:3) states that time and money invented in syllabus and 

curriculum may be wasted if teachers are not convinced of the need for change nor prepared for 

the different expectation made of them by a new curriculum policy. From what has been stated 

by the above authors, we can generalize that the attitudes values, skills, and ability of teachers to 

implement MT as MOI are among the essential factors that determine the MT policy in 

Education. Teachers have much access to the students. So the attitudes of the teachers towards 

the students and the language of instruction have great effects on the students‟ attitudes towards 

the MOI. According to (1990:83), students may either like or hate the language of instruction 

depending on the teachers‟ inclination and agitation to that language. 
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Generally, successful implementation of any instructional language can depend on the will and 

preparation of teachers. Teachers‟ attitudes towards any medium of instruction and their abilities 

to implement it will affect the quality of education positively or negatively. Therefore, teachers‟ 

willingness and preparation to accept and implement an instructional language in the actual 

classroom should be ensured in advance before the medium of instruction is taken in to effect. 

 

The attitude of parents in particular and the whole community in general will also play a vital 

role to put any language of instruction into service. According to Fentahun (1999:27), the 

attitudes of parents and community members as well as the learners‟ study are twin foundations 

for any educational program to achieve its objectives. From this we can comprehend that a clear 

understanding of the attitudes of both parents and the community as a whole towards the 

language of instruction is an essential factor in any education language policy making. As to 

Fentahun, the children‟s likes or dislikes are most likely determined by their parents. In relation 

to this, Taylor (1973:41) and Solomon (1995:28) discusses that the attitudes of the learners 

towards the language used for instruction most likely depend on their parents attitudes towards 

the language in question. 

 

So from this one can realize that if the attitude of parents towards the MOI is positive, then the 

attitude of their children towards that language at schools is most likely to be positive. However, 

if the parents have a negative attitude towards that language, it is more likely that their children 

will also develop a negative attitude towards the language of instruction in particular and the 

whole educational system in general. Therefore, the attitude of parents and the community in 

general also plays a very crucial role to the success or failure of the implementation of any MOI 

in general and to the achievement of educational objectives in particular.  

 

So as to the understanding of the current researcher in order to implement the ST as MOI and 

attain educational objectives in Alamatan primary schools, the school principals and education 

officials of Alamata woreda as well as other concerned governmental and non-governmental 

bodies should first deal with the issue of instructional language use in the primary education of 

the woreda and on the attitudes of the teachers and the whole community towards the LOI. Then 

accordingly, they need to design different trainings and workshops which can help them to aware 

and convince both the school teachers and the whole society in general to develop a positive 

attitude towards the MOI and ensure that all these school parties are interested and ready to 

implement the ST as MOI.  

 

5. Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations 

5.1. Summary 

In this study the respondents‟ awareness of the dialectal variations in Tigrinya and the 

consequent problems have been assessed. The respondents‟ reactions on the variations between 

the RD and the ST, the effects of such variations, teachers‟ knowledge of the RD and the way 
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how they use it during classroom teaching and the skills mostly affected by the linguistic 

differences between the two varieties have been discussed. Also the linguistic disparities 

between the RD and the variety used as language of instruction (LOI) in the primary education of 

the regional state of Tigray are addressed. The dialectal variations between the two varieties of 

Tigrinya at phonological, grammatical and lexical levels are briefly described, analyzed, and 

discussed using empirical data.  

Phonological variations due to sound changes from fricative to stop, nasal to oral, stop to 

approximate as well as changes due to metathesis, deletion of phonemes, vowel and other 

changes as well as sound changes due to the influence of Amharic have been illustrated and 

explained. Grammatical variations due to morphological and syntactic disparities between the 

two varieties of Tigrinya are clearly addressed. The students‟ use of morphemes of the RD which 

bring about variations in tense, person, gender, number and the like from the ST (LOI) have also 

been described and discussed. Descriptions and discussions on the use of negation markers and 

morph-syntactic of the RD by the students which also designate disparities between the Tigrinya 

variety spoken in Rayya, particularly in Alamata and the ST have been shown in short. In 

addition, variations resulting from lexical differences between the two varieties in the actual 

classroom sessions are illustrated and explained using adequate data.   

Moreover, how the students make interferences of the RD into the LOI at all the aforementioned 

linguistic levels and how such interferences affect the classroom interactions and the students‟ 

academic have been discussed. In addition, explanations on the total use of Amharic by students 

whose MT is entirely Amharic in Tigrinya classroom sessions have been dealt with.  

Furthermore, discussions and explanations on how the interferences of both the RD and Amharic 

into the ST (MOI) at all the stated linguistic levels by the subject students were made. The study 

has shown how these affect the implementation of the ST as MOI, the academic success of the 

students and the overall achievement of the instructional objectives in the Alamatan primary 

schools in each of the linguistic levels. Besides the attitudes of the subject students towards the 

use of ST, RD, Amharic and English as LOI in their schools have also been assessed. The 

responses of the students to attitude questions refereeing to each of the aforementioned 

languages are summarized in tables and then discussed briefly. Furthermore, discussions on 

teachers‟ reflections about students‟ attitudes towards the above mentioned languages and their 

reflections on the pedagogical implications of the attitudes have been examined.  

Finally, brief presentations and discussions on the teachers‟ reactions about the RD and Amharic 

interferences in the LOI have been dealt with. And their reflections on the problems they have 

encountered with such interferences in their classroom instructions, the measures they have taken 

to solve the problems at the levels of individual teachers, departments and school principals were 

scrutinized. The investigation was concluded by addressing teachers‟ recommendations on the 

problems of language interferences. 
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5. 2. Conclusions 

Based on the investigations obtained above, the following findings have been arrived at in this 

study. 

Language is a critical means of access to all knowledge and skills, and it is a tool for all aspects 

of human civilization. Language and education are not separable. The role of a good command 

of instructional language in an instructional process is, therefore, very crucial due to the fact that 

it represents learners‟ theory of reality; it explains, interprets, constructs and reflects the 

linguistic and social identity of children in an early school setting. It also helps the learners to 

develop and reflect their self esteem, intellectual, social and psychological being. The finding in 

this study, however, pointed out that most of the students are deprived of use of the appropriate 

linguistic tool for this. Many are not provided with the opportunity to reflect their real life and 

aspirations in the classroom interactions. This was not made possible due to the reason that there 

is a mismatch between the home language of the students in which they can express themselves 

and the language as well as the content they find in the actual classroom.  

 

It has been also confirmed that the dialectal variations between the RD and the ST as well as the 

close contact between Tigrinya and Amharic have resulted in a negative impact in the academic 

performances of the students. The data regarding this issue have disclosed that the students 

whose MT is Amharic but learn in the ST are usually noticed facing a severe problem of 

speaking, writing and generally communicating in the medium of instruction. As a result of this, 

they are not able to compete with the students who speak the Non-Rayyan Dialect (NRD). Even 

the students who speak the RD are highly influenced by the interferences of their dialect and 

Amharic at different linguistic levels when they speak and write in the ST.  

Data in this study also revealed that most of the students of the Alamata Woreda in general and 

those whose MT is Amharic in particular  score lower grades (marks) in regional examinations 

given at grade eight compared to students whose language variety is Non-Rayyan Dialect.The 

study has found out that the students of Alamatan primary schools have negative attitudes 

towards the variety of Tigrinya used as the MOI. It also realized that there was lack of effective 

classroom interaction and communication among students and teachers through the MOI, which 

are the most important factors which determine the scale of academic success in schools. This 

study has revealed the high scale of communication gap in classroom interactions which resulted 

due to the linguistic interferences of the RD and Amharic into the language of instruction (ST). 

Investigation has also ensured that Tigrinya teachers both individually and in groups at 

department level were able to attempt to solve and minimize the problems that they and their 

students have been encountered due to the RD and Amharic interference in the ST. However, it 

was also discovered that the attempts made to solve the problem by school principals are not 

sufficient. 
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The children of Alamatan primary schools are seen facing problems in using the language of 

education in classroom interactions. The fact that they get new language of instruction which is 

different from the language they use with their parents at home has been reported as one of the 

major causal factors of their language problems and their lack of success at school.  

 

The current Ethiopian education policy states that the preparation of textbooks (school-

curriculum) based on local situations helps the learners to bring their environmental, economic, 

social and cultural norms into their classroom lessons and then relate what they learn in the 

classroom with their real life activities, and therefore, learning will become meaning full for 

them. However, from the finding of this study, it can be concluded that the curriculum is not 

designed in line with the interest and language abilities of the students of Alamatan primary 

schools in general and the Amharic MT speakers in particular. As a result of this they face 

language/dialect in school which differs from the dialect/language they speak with their family, 

peers, and the whole community in general outside the school.  

5.3. Recommendations  

In this study, it has been found that there are some linguistic innovations which can be clearly 

noticed in the RD. However, the possible reasons which have caused this dialect to innovate its 

linguistic aspects have not been discovered, yet. So, further study has to be conducted to 

investigate the possible historical causes. 

Education officials at the regional, zonal and woreda levels and other concerned bodies should 

design different workshops and trainings for teachers as well as parental communities to discuss 

and make them aware of how the problems of linguistic differences between the RD and the ST 

as well as the influence of Amharic on Tigrinya are serious to implement the ST as language of 

instruction and to achieve successful educational objectives in Alamata Woreda.  

Data in this study revealed that only Tigrinya teachers have been trying their best to solve the 

classroom language variation problems both individually and at the level of departments. Closing 

the gap between the home dialect (RD) and the school language (ST) reflected by these children, 

however, should not be the responsibility of the language teacher alone. That responsibility lies 

with every teacher and the whole school community. The researcher, therefore, strongly 

recommends that every teacher has to do his/her best to solve or to minimize the problems.  

Some language teachers have been observed denying the home language of the students. 

However, these students should not be underestimated whenever they use their own MT because 

it is that variety which signifies the socio-economic, cultural norms as well as the linguistic 

background of the children‟s social group; both the teachers and the students should understand 

and appreciate the nature of language variation and language change. So the students have to be 

appreciated when they make unconscious interference of their own home dialect into the ST in 

schools. They have to be persuaded that being able to know as many dialects or languages as 
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they can know will benefit them to construct good social, political and economic affairs with 

people out of their social group. 

 

Education officials and other concerned bodies should deal on the issue of classroom language 

problems in Alamatan primary schools, and they have to design a new school-curriculum based 

on the interest, language ability and local situations of the students because learning will become 

meaningful if these  learners are provided with the opportunity to bring their environmental, 

economic, social and cultural norms into their classroom lessons and then relate what they learn 

in the classroom with their real life activities. 
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