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Abstract: Gender and linguistic proficiency in mother tongue and a foreign language was aimed at finding out
whether there is a significant difference in linguistic proficiency in a first language and a foreign language,
which has been formally studied for more than nine years on one hand, and if language achievement in L1 and
L2 varies significantly based on gender. The study followed cross-sectional research design. It was non-
experimental and descriptive, uncovering the performance of students in their mother tongue, Sidamuafo, and a
foreign language, English. The methodology used was quantitative; tests which consisted of vocabulary,
grammar, and completion of texts were given to students. Four schools and 200 participants were purposefully
sampled from Hawassa town. The participants were initially purposefully chosen to balance gender, but test
administration was made randomly to male and female students. To analyze the study, SPSS version 20 was
used. The mean scores of the students were compared, and then independent T-test was run to find out if the
mean difference is significant, finally effect size was calculated to check whether the mean difference measured
with T-test has an effect in practical terms. The result of the study showed that males significantly performed
higher than females in both Sidamuafo (L1) and English (L2) tests. Both males and females performed higher in
their L1 (Sidamuafo) than in L2 (English). The overall statistics also showed that there is a positive skill
transfer; the achievement in L1 helped the students to achieve high scores in L2 irrespective of gender
difference.
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I. INTRODUCTION

English, a foreign language, in Ethiopia is taught as a subject in lower primary (1-4), and is used as a
medium of instruction and at the same times taught as a subject from grade five to university levels in most
regional states of Ethiopia. Students use their mother tongue (MT) as a medium in lower primary, and the
mother tongue is suspended in grade five and English becomes a medium of instruction in some zones and or
regions, though MT continues as a subject in some regions and zones, such as the Sidama. Amharic is also
taught as a subject from grade one to grade ten. Thus, schools in most part of Ethiopia, and the Sidama Zone in
this particular case are characterized by multilingual education system whereby languages are interchangeably
and/or concomitantly used as a medium and subject [1].

Mother tongues are introduced into education system assuming that students learn best with their first
language also called mother tongue. Amharic is an important language which was national official language
until it is recognized as only language of wider communication in the present government system. As a result,
students have to study it to use it as a lingua franca. English is an international language used for international
communication, diplomacy, and much of existing literature with bulk of knowledge is in English; so it has to be
studied.

The extent a language can be learnt is affected by the medium, MT-Sidamuafo, second language-
Amharic, and foreign language-English, it is used. Language learning and achievement are not only affected by
medium, but also by other socio-cultural variables in which gender is one. Gender affects language use,
learning and achievement due to biological, psychological, social and cultural differences between male and
female [2].Biologically, it is found that there are slight differences between the two sexes in some of the body
parts responsible for language. Degree of lateralization which affects brain in terms of language functions varies
between males and females. Males have more left-hemisphere lateralization than females [3].

It is also found that cortical functions, larynx size vary between the two sexes. Socially, gender
difference plays a role in social interactions; studies reported that females tend to be more sociable and
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cooperative than males [4]. Culturally, gender difference is constructed and shaped by the culture of particular
social group. This in turn affects the way the two sexes behave, interact, and deal with realities in the real world
where language learning is the part [5]; [6].

1.1 Statement of the problem

Language encodes and transmits social difference, gender is social phenomena; hence, there is no
wonder that there is a differences between male and female language, provided also biological or physiological
variations. The question; however, is whether the gender difference is equally reflected in second or foreign
language learning and in first language or mother tongue acquisition. This article attempts to compare the
English language proficiency of secondary high school students, specifically those in grade 10, whose first
language is Sidamuafo to fill into the gap from the theoretical and applied perspectives.
1.2 Objective
The objective of this study is to find out if there is any significant variation between linguistic performance of
male and female high school students whose first language is Sidamuafo in their English language skills. It has
the following specific objectives:
1) to find out if there is significant difference between males and females in English (a foreign language)
proficiency
2) to find out whether there is significant difference between males and females in first language
proficiency
3) to uncover whether the proficiency differences/similarities of the two sexes in first and second
language are correlated.
1.3 Significance
The study can be significant theoretically to uncover whether gender and language proficiency difference with
regard to L1 and L2. It can help to make intervention on addressing the learning needs of both genders. It can
also help to make further research on other variables that may cause achievement differences in addition to the
language and gender since the differences are always there

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

Despite biological, socio-cultural factors that determine language learning and achievement, previous
studies show that gender difference influences students' interests, needs, and learning achievements [7]; [8]; [9].
For instance, gender difference plays role in language learning strategies. It was, for instance, reported that
females tend to use "overall language learning strategies more than males” [2]. Other findings reported that
males use more strategies than females; and still others reported that there is no significant difference between
the two gender groups in using language learning strategies. The tendencies to language learning strategies in
turn correlate with language proficiency [10]; [11]; [12]. This means that though it was reported that females are
better in language acquisition than males in second as well as first language acquisition [13]; the findings are
inconclusive. What seems evident is that the linguistic preference and frequency of use vary between males and
females. For instance, [8] found that language use varies by gender at phonological, morphological and syntactic
levels. In his study, women pronounced words more correctly and clearly than men. For instance, 62% of men
pronounced -ing wrongly while only 28.9% of women pronounced the morpheme wrongly. She also found that
women utter words in high tone than men. Vocabulary choice largely varied between men and women. Women
used more adjectives and diminutives than men. Men used more swear words and cursing words than women.
Women used first person plural pronouns while men used first person singular pronoun in giving suggestions to
a single person. In syntax, male used more contractions and short forms than women, yet women spoke with
ellipses while giving suggestions. It is also reported that women used more standard and formal language than
men. As tests, here we are considering are formal aspects of language learning, it is expected such language use
variations may be reflected in achievements of language test of both gender groups.

I11. Materials and Methods

Research setting: schools in Sidama zone, as it is the case in most of the zones in the SNNPRS, are
characterized by trilingual language use: Sidamuafo, Amharic and English. Sidamuafo as a medium has been
introduced into school system in the last two decades. It is also actively spoken in the Zone by nearly all Sidama
people. On the other hand, English, which is a foreign language, is used only in school settings as a subject in
grades 1-4 and as a medium from grade five to university. The enrolment rate in Schools in the Sidama Zone has
increased to a great extent in the last two decades. Girls have equal opportunities to attend schools as boys. Yet,
it is expected that language proficiency between boys and girls in Sidama to be influenced by culture which
makes gender difference between male and female and at the same time imposes different social roles that shape
the personality and psychological makeup both sex groups. Some of the social roles, such as assigning house
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chores to girls, girls should often be quiet and speak in low voice as in most Ethiopian culture can influence
language learning that requires interaction and participation.

Participants: The participants will be grade 10 students of boys and girls. They will be chosen
purposefully to represent the high schools in Hawassa and Hawassa Zurai districts maintaining gender equity.
However, once school selection and gender balance is achieved, proficiency test will be given to randomly
chosen students. As the number of female students in some schools is less than the male students, larger
proportion will be given to schools where equally large numbers of girls are available in order to balance gender
difference

Sample size: We have included 50 students per class from grade 10 in four different high schools.
Though some school has more than one class in each grade, we have limited ourselves to the sample of 50 per
grade in each high school; hence, our total sample is 200. This figure will be high as a representative of the
whole population in the selected school though may not be so high compared to all high schools in Sidama.

Research Design: The research follows cross-sectional design. It was conducted at a time across
different high schools in Hawassa town. It is descriptive for no experiment is conducted to predict proficiency.
This is because first language acquisition takes place at early childhood despite the late mastery of specific
socio-cultural knowledge, and thereby the language skills about them. On the other hand, much of second
language is learnt at later stages and proficiency in it may be higher or lower based on the levels of intervention
and exposure to the language. Our intention is not on improving language teaching method which is dependent
variable, but to uncover if there is proficiency difference between different sexes (independent variables) with
an existing opportunity to acquire L1 and learn a foreign language (dependent variables).

Research Methodology: The research methodology is quantitative; proficiency tests in Sidamuafo and
English is given to the students, and their scores in the two languages are compared. The test consisted of 100
questions of diverse types, mainly grammar and writing. The English test was prepared by the researchers from
the students’ text books of grade 8-10. The Sidama test was typologically the same as the English test
structurally and in the level of difficulty level. It was prepared and marked by Sidamuafo Native speakers who
teach in highs school at grade 10. The teachers were trained as to how the test has to be constructed. In fact, the
English test version was given to them so that consistency could be achieved. It is important to note that
speaking and listening tests were not included in this study. The researcher felt that students would obviously
perform better in L1 in speaking and listening, though there may still be performance difference with regard to
gender.

Analysis method: The analysis is quantitative, computing the scores of the students in their language
(L1) and English, a foreign Language (L2). To this end, SPSS version 20 is used. Mean and standard deviation
of the scores, correlation between the variables and T-test are used to check whether gender and the language
used affected the proficiency of the two sex groups. T-test was used to know how significant the differences
between the groups’ mean. We have also measured the effect size of the T-test to find out how practically it may
affect the scores of the two sex groups.

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
4.1 Results
We have compared males and females scores in English (foreign language), then in Sidamuafo (MT), and
finally their achievement in English compared to Sidamuafo. The presentation of the result also follows this
order.

English Scores of both gender groups compared

To uncover whether there is a significant difference between males and females in their English proficiency test,
we have compared the mean of the scores of the two sex groups. Table-1 below shows their results:

Group Statistics

Gender of N Mean Std. Std. Error

participant Deviation Mean
Score in Male 100 35.38 11.50 1.15
English Female 100 26.20 10.15 1.02

Table-1: Mean score of the student in English

The result shows that males on average scored higher, Mean=35.38, than females, Mean =26.20.
The achievement of both sex groups in the English proficiency test was generally low. Males relatively
performed better in the test though they are not close to 50% an average score. Girls average, 26.50, imply that
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they answered the questions only slightly higher than quarter, 25%, of the questions. The deviation of scores
from the mean is nearly the same for males and females, 11.50 and 10.15, respectively. The standard error of
mean is not so big and nearly similar for both gender groups.

In order to check whether the mean scores of males and females differ significantly, an independent sample T-
test was run and the result is shown in Table-3:

Independent Samples Test

Levene's Test t-test for Equality of Means
for Equality of
Variances
F Sig. t df Sig. (2- Mean Std. Error  95% Confidence
tailed) Difference Difference Interval of the
Difference
Lower Upper
Equal
variances 2.82 095 5.98 198 .000 9.18 1.53 6.15 12.21
Score in assumed
English  Equal
variances not 5.98 194.99 .000 9.18 1.53 6.15 12.21
assumed

Table-2 Independent sample T-test result in English

From the results of independent sample t-test, we can conclude that there is significant difference in the English
scores of males and females, as t (198) =5.98 at the DF=198, p =0.05 (two tailed) is greater than the critical
value 1.97.

T-test that is statistical significant may not mean the effect is important in practical term (Field, 2009). A
correlations statistics was run to check whether the scores of males and females were related and whether the
effect size of correlation is low, mid or high. The output given in Table - 3 shows the correlation statistics:

Correlations

Score in English Gender of participant
Pearson Correlation 1 -3917
Score in English Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 200 200
Pearson Correlation -.391 1
Gender of participant Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 200 200

**_ Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Table-3: Correlation in English Test

The correlation value r= -0.391 is insignificant at p = 0.01. The correlation value implies that males
and females belong to different groups not by chance rather due to the gender variable. The correlation is
negative implying that the increase in scores of one group, here males, there is a decrease in the scores of the
other group, here females. When we measure the effect size (also magnitude), r = -0.391 is medium (we follow
the values * 0.1- 0.29 to represent a small effect, = 0.3-0.49, a medium effect and + 0.5 and above a large effect
(Field, 2009:170)).

The two-tailed probability for the males English score and Females English score is 0, tells us that
there is no chance for the null hypothesis (there is no difference between scores of the two sex groups in their
English scores) to be true; we accept 0 as statistically significant since it is less than p < 0.05.

Sidamuafo Scores of both groups compared

To find out whether there is significant difference between males and females in Sidamuafo (MT), we
have computed mean, correlation, t-test and effect size, as we did for the English language proficiency test
score. Below in Table-4 is the result of group statistics comparing their mean, standard deviation and standard
error of the mean?
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Group Statistics

Gender of N Mean Std. Std. Error

participant Deviation Mean
Score in Sidama Male 100 67.52 12.94 1.29

Female 100 58.24 14.11 1.41

Table-4: Group statistics in Sidamuafo

Mean scores of both males and females is very high in Sidamuafo (MT) compared to their mean scores
in English. This testifies that learners are at east to study MT which in turn can imply that they are at east to
study with MT.

When we compare the mean scores of males and females in their MT, males performance is higher,
Mean = 67.52, than the females, Mean = 58.24. When we compare within group performance, the females
scores deviates more from the mean, SD =14.11, than the males, SD = 12.94.

The results of independent sample t-test in Table -5, shows that there is significant difference in the
Sidamuafo scores of the two gender groups, as t (198) =4.85 at DF=198, p=0.05 (two tailed) is greater than the
critical value 1.972.

Independent Samples Test

Levene's Test t-test for Equality of Means
for Equality of
Variances
F Sig. t df  Sig.(2- Mean Std. Error 95% Confidence
tailed) Difference Difference Interval of the
Difference
Lower Upper
Equal
variances 671 .41 4.85 198 .000 9.28 1.91 5.50 13.05
. assumed
Score in
Sidama ~ Equal
op e 485 19653  .000 9.28 1.91 550  13.05
assumed

Table-5: Independent Sample T-test result in Sidamuafo
A correlation statistics in Tabl-6 shows that the scores of the two gender groups in Sidamuafo is correlated, r= -
.326 (at 0.01 level (2-tailed), with medium magnitude or effect size.

Correlations
Gender of participant Score in Sidama

Pearson Correlation 1 -326
Gender of participant Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 20*9 200

Pearson Correlation -.326 1
Score in Sidama Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 200 200

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Table-6: Correlation statistics in Sidamuafo

The correlation is negative implies that the increase in the Sidamuafo scores of one group (Male
students), there is decrease in the other (female students). This was, in fact, the case in the students' scores in
English test.

The two-tailed probability statistics for both gender groups in Sidamuafo score is 0, which informs us
that the hypothesis that there is no difference between scores of the two sex groups in Sidamuafo scores cannot
be accepted; 0 is statistically significant since it is less than p < 0.05.
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Overall English and Sidamuafo Scores of the Students

This section was required not to compare difference in gender, but achievement differences in L1
(Sidamuafo and L2 (English). The overall mean score of the students in English was 30.79 with SD of 11.76,
and their overall score in Sidamuafo was 62.88 with SD of 14.28. Thus, students scored more than average
mean 50 in their L1 (Sidamuafo) while the scored was far less than average, only 30.79 in English.
A correlation statistics was run to check if the increase or decrease in one of the test increases or decreases in the
other test. Table -7 shows the result:

Correlations

Score in English Score in Sidama

Ex3

Pearson Correlation 1 .592
Score in English Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 200 200

Pearson Correlation .592 1
Score in Sidama Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 200 200

**, Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Table-7: correlation statistics in overall test of both groups

The correlation (r) = .592"" is significant at 0.01 level (2-tailed). The magnitude is high since it is
greater than 0.5. The correlation is positive implies that when there is increase in the scores of L1, there is also
increase in their scores of L2 and vice versa, which in turn shows positive skills transfer. It is worth to note that
this is true when all the learners, males and females, taken as aggregates. We have already seen that such
positive skill transfer was witnessed when the achievement was computed with gender difference.

4.2 Discussion

The present study confirms that there is a difference between males and females score [15]. However,
the claim by some scholars that females are better than males in language performance [13] & [2] is not
supported in this study. To the contrary, males performed better than females both in L1 and L2 tests. This
means that language achievement may not be different from the achievement in other subjects. We opt for this
because girls in Ethiopia generally are constrained by number of socio-cultural factors. Socially, they are less
interactive, at least in Sidama, for the culture approves of their silence and calmness. They are also
overburdened with house chores unlike most males; hence, have less time for study and practice at home after
classes are over. So, instead of biological factor, the socially constructed culture must have played much role for
performance differences between males and females, being other social variables kept constant.

There is every reason as to why the students performed higher in their MT than in English. In studying
L1 and taking tests in it, students are less impeded by vocabulary deficiency; hence, they can better comprehend
meaning. To the contrary, studying and taking test with English is quite different scenario. Because English is a
foreign language, there is lexical shortage; hence learner’s comprehension is less. The grammar of English as
well is different compared to their L1 to which they are exposed to in their early childhood.

V. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 Conclusion
Based on the results discussed above, we can draw the following conclusions:
1. There is significant difference in the scores of males and females in English and Sidamuafo; hence, the null
hypothesis is rejected.
2. The males' score in both English and Sidamuafo tests is higher than the females'.
3. Both males and females performed higher in their L1 (Sidamuafo) than in L2 (English).

5.2 Recommendations

We suggest that theoretically gender and language achievement should be studied in a socio-culturally
specific situation rather than in a global perspective. This is because the way gender is socially constructed, and
different socio-cultural roles are imposed by both gender groups (not including trans-gender which we did not
come across in our case) vary from culture to culture.

In Ethiopian context in general and Sidama in particular, girls need additional academic support to
catch up their fellow male classmates. This could be done through tutorials, special induction sessions, an
organized language clubs in which girls can have an opportunity to practice their language, and online self-study
materials, probably blended with classroom instruction, in the form of texts as well as audio-video lessons.

DOI: 10.9790/0837-2312035460 www.iosrjournals.org 59 |Page



Gender and Linguistic Proficiency in Mother Tongue and a Foreign Language: A study on English ..

ACKNOWLEDGMENT
We would like to acknowledge Hawassa University for sponsoring the field work. We are also grateful

for English teachers at Tabor and Alamura high schools for helping us in testing both the Sidamuafo and
English tests. We also extend our heartfelt thanks to Mr. Bogale from Tabor Preparatory school for translating
the English version of our test to the Sidamuafo, and for audio-recording the listening test.

[1].

[2].
3].
[4].
[5].
[6].
[71
[8].

[9].

[10].
[11].
[12].
[13].

[14].

- ——

Fekede Menuta. ”” Gender and Linguistic Proficiency in Mother Tongue and a Foreign :
|
Language: A study on English proficiency of Sidamuafo speakers in Sidama Zone. ” IOSR :
Journal of Humanities and Social Science (IOSR-JHSS). vol. 23 no. 12, 2018, pp. 54-60. :
|

REFERENCES
Fekede Menuta. 2008. Mother Tongue Education in SNNPRS: Challenges and Changes, in Proceedings
of the Third Annual National Conference on Teacher Education in Ethiopia: Prospects and
Challenges. College of Education, Addis Ababa University.
Zeynali, Simin. (2012). Exploring the Gender Effect on EFL Learners’ Learning Strategies. Theory and
Practice in Language Studies, 2(8): 1614-1620. Doi: 10.4304/tpls
Banich, MT. 1997. Breakdown of executive function and goal-directed behavior. In M.T. Banich (Eds.),
Neuropsychology: The neural bases of mental function (pp. 369-390). Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin
Company.
Maccoby, E.E & Jacklin, C.N. (1974). The psychology of sex differences. Stanford: Stanford University
Press.
Eagly, A. 1987. Sex differences in social behavior: A social-role interpretation, Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum
Eagly, AH & Karau S. 2002. Role Congruity Theory of Prejudice toward Female Leaders. Psychological
Bulletin, 109(3), 573-598
Halpern JY. 1986. Reasoning about knowledge: An overview. In Halpern, J. Y., editor, Proceedings of
the 1986 Conference on Theoretical Aspects of Reasoning about Knowledge, pages 1-18. Morgan
Kaufmann Publishers: San Mateo, CA.
Collin C, Kenway J & McLeod J. 2000. Factors influencing the Educational Performance of Males and
Females in School and Their Initial Destinations after Leaving School. Canbberra: Commonwealth of
Australia
Swiatek, MA & Lupkowski- Shoplik, AE. 2000. Gender differences in academic attitudes among gifted
elementary school students. Journal for the Education of the Gifted, 23(4), 360-77.
O’Malley, J.M., Chamot, A.U., Stewner-Manzanares, G., Kupper, L. & Russo, R.P. (1985). Learning
strategies used by beginning and intermediate ESL learners. Language Learning 35(1), pp. 21-46.
O’Malley, J.M., Chamot, A.U., Stewner-Manzanares, G., Kupper, L. & Russo, R.P. (1985). Learning
strategies used by beginning and intermediate ESL learners. Language Learning 35(1), pp. 21-46.
Zoghil, Masoud, Kazemi, Seyyed Ali and Kalani, Ali. (2013). The Effect of Gender on Language
Learning. Journal of Novel Applied Sciences, 2 (S4): 1124-1128.
Larsen-Freeman, D., & Long, M. (1991). An introduction to second language acquisition research.
London: Longman.
Xin Xiufang. 2013. Gender Difference in Using Language. Theory and practice in Language Study;
3(8):1485-1489.

o - - = - = - - -

DOI: 10.9790/0837-2312035460 www.iosrjournals.org 60 |Page



