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ABSTRACT This paper investigates the use of the relative clause as a modifier in two major Ghanaian newspapers
– Daily Graphic and Daily Guide. Specifically, it examines how the three main relative clauses; namely, defining,
non-defining and sentential have been used in the selected newspapers.  Analyzing data drawn from both newspapers
from 1st June – 30th November, 2011, the researchers discovered that both newspapers contained violations of the
syntactic and semantic rules with regard to the use of relative clauses. These violations, the researchers argue, could
create potential sources of confusion for the reader in the interpretation of the sentences. The paper describes the
nature of the violations and recommends that editors pay greater attention to this aspect of written communication.
Furthermore, language courses in schools and institutes of journalism as well as universities in Ghana should pay
substantial attention to the teaching of relative clauses as modifiers.

INTRODUCTION

Newspapers (as public communication chan-
nels) constitute a pivotal conduit of education
for the citizenry of any country. They not only
disseminate information but also represent a crit-
ical part of the development dialogue and gov-
ernance. Along with this comes, on one side, the
responsibility of newspapers to ensure that the
language used in this dialogue is standard and
unambiguous; and on the other side, the expec-
tation from intended readers that the quality of
language use would be high in terms of gram-
maticality and felicity norms. However, this ex-
pectation is not always met especially in English-
speaking countries of West Africa like Nigeria
and Ghana, where English is the official language
and the language of most of the major newspa-
pers in the country, due in part to the inevitable
language proficiency differentials among the
contributors to the newspapers (Tingley 1981;
Jowitt 1994; Ehineni 2014).

In Ghana, for example, evidence of the inad-
equacies in the language of newspapers has been
well documented (see for example, Denkabe and
Gadzekpo 1996; Nimako 2004; Fosu 2011). How-
ever, specific studies on inadequacies in the area
of relative clauses concerning the language of
newspapers are hard to find. Admittedly, the rel-
ative clause as a modifier has been researched
extensively, especially in relation to sentence
processing and how readers (native and non-
native) resolve ambiguities associated with its

use (Spivey-Knowlton et al. 1993; Izumi 2003;
Hopp 2014; Pan et al. 2014; Pozzan and Trueswell
2014). Some studies have entailed cross linguistic
analysis between English, on one hand and lan-
guages like Spanish, Hungarian, Japanese, and
Yoruba on the other (MacWhinney and Pleh
1988; Fernandez 2003; Miyamoto and Nakamu-
ra 2003; Biber 2014; Oyeodokun-Alli 2014).
However, studies on the use of relative clauses
in newspapers especially in second language
contexts like in Nigeria and Ghana are hard to
find, and the few that have focused on relative
clauses have not dwelt on felicity of usage.
Wiredu (2012), for instance, comprehensively
examines the types and contexts of use of rela-
tive clauses in Ghanaian newspaper editorials.
Nevertheless, his analysis dwells mainly on func-
tion and distribution and not on correctness or
otherwise of usage.

This study, therefore, attempts to identify
and describe the nature of the errors involving
the use of the relative clause in modification in
Ghanaian newspapers. The specific research
questions are:  (a) How are the three main types
of relative clauses – defining, non-defining and
sentential as modifiers used in Ghanaian news-
papers? ; and (b) What specific errors charac-
terize the usage?

The Relative Clause as a Modifier

In English grammar, relative clauses fall un-
der the general area of modifiers which encom-
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pass determiners, adverbs, adjectives, nouns,
phrases and clauses (Ebest et al. 2000; Quirk
and Greenbaum 2000; Leech and Svartvik 2013).
In most cases, grammatical elements such as
“articles” and “determiners” – a, an, the, few, a
few, some, each, each other and one another –
are also added to the class of modifiers (Rao and
Ado 2010). Modifiers may be defined as “any
word or group of words used to describe a noun”
(Sekyi-Baidoo 2003: 503); or as “words (adjec-
tives and adverbs) which help us clarify our ideas
and make them more vivid” (Long 2007:  647); or
further as “determiners which operate as pre-
modifiers in the structure of a noun phrase”
(Thakur 2007: 32).

Within the group of modifiers, the relative
clause component presents challenges to lan-
guage users in both the reading and writing pro-
cesses (Gibson et al. 2013). Indeed, although
second language users are able to recognize rel-
ative clauses in texts, difficulties arise when they
have to create or compose texts requiring this
grammatical structure especially in defining and
non-defining contexts (Frenck-Mestre and Pynte
1997; Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freman 1999;
Felser et al. 2003). The difficulties appear to re-
late to (a) deciding if the relative clause is essen-
tial or nonessential, and applying the appropri-
ate punctuation; and (b) positioning the relative
clause in relation to the sentence element that it
modifies.  This paper investigates this specific
sub-group of modifiers, focusing on the three
main types of relative clauses; namely, the de-
fining, the non-defining and the sentential rela-
tive clause.

The defining relative clause provides one’s
listeners or readers additional information about
the preceding noun, pronoun or noun phrase in
a text; this information is normally essential for
the identification of the antecedent (Thakur 1987;
Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman 1999); or as
Pan et al. (2014: 2) render it, such clauses “serve
to identify a specific referent from a set of possi-
ble referents.” The non-defining relative clause
as a modifier on the other hand does not limit or
highlight its antecedent because much informa-
tion has already been given about it (Long 2007;
Thakur 2007; Quirk and Greenbaum 2000). In oth-
er words, the non-defining relative clause is of-
ten used to indicate that the antecedent being
referred to is the only one of its kind. Freeborn
(1987: 194) identifies the non-defining relative
clause as “a non-restrictive relative clause which

provides additional information about the Noun
Phrase without restricting or defining it…” The
third type of clause relevant to this study is the
sentential relative clause, which makes reference
to an entire preceding clause or sentence. For
example:  “The renovated museum is attracting
more tourists, which means that the money spent
on it is justified.” In this example, the clause
“which means that the money spent on it is jus-
tified” is the sentential relative clause, and its
function is to comment on the entirety of the
statement made in the preceding sentence.

In sum, it is pertinent to point out that if rel-
ative clauses as post-modifying elements are not
used to relate to their appropriate preceding
nouns and pronouns in an utterance or a sen-
tence, it creates interpretation or ambiguity prob-
lems; that is, a situation where a modifier may
refer to a set of possible antecedents. Whenev-
er writers do not use modifiers correctly, they
confuse their readers because they (the read-
ers) have to read the text repeatedly in an effort
to understand the intended message, and this
inevitably frustrates them (Jungk 2005).

DATA   AND  METHODOLOGY

A purposeful sampling method (Patton 1990;
Tagoe 2009) was used to gather data from two
leading Ghanaian newspapers – the Daily
Graphic, a state-owned newspaper and the Dai-
ly Guide, a private-owned newspaper. The re-
searchers read both newspapers consistently
for six months from 1st June to 30th November in
2011 in order to identify and categorize wrong
use of modifiers involving relative clauses. In
all, 196 wrongly used modifiers were identified
in the Daily Graphic, while 199 were discovered
in the Daily Guide. However, for the purpose of
this paper, the analysis covers a few examples of
each type of modifiers that were infelicitously
used in both newspapers.

ANALYSIS  AND DISCUSSION

This section is presented in terms of the rela-
tive clause sub-types; namely, (i) defining (ii) non-
defining, and (iii) sentential relative clauses.

Defining Relative Clauses

The following excerpts are used for illustra-
tive purposes:
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i. … high academic standard set by the
school over the years which had placed it
not only among the best in Ghana… (Dai-
ly Graphic, p. 11, June 1, 2011)

ii. …There is hardly any married couple in
Ghana who will not want to welcome their
own baby… (Daily Graphic, p. 11, June 2,
2011).

iii. The National Disaster Management Orga-
nization (NADMO) has presented relief
items to flood victims in Tema Newtown
who were recently affected by a rainstorm
(Daily Guide, p. 15, June 17, 2011).

iv. Enhancing the operations of Ghana Police
Service is one promise that runs through
the campaign pledges of many a political
party who brandish it with relish on their
campaign trails… (The Editorial, Daily
Guide, p. 7, June 22, 2011)

v. …He was a graduate of Koforidua Poly-
technic who was on National Service at
Sogakope in the Volta Region (Daily
Graphic, p. 16, June 1, 2011).

In excerpt (i), the relative clause is positioned
after a passive structure containing an explicitly
mentioned agent, which is in turn followed by
an adjunct:

[… high academic standard set by the school
(Passive Structure)] + [over the years (Ad-
junct)] [which had placed it not only among the
best in Ghana (Relative clause)]

The relative pronoun “which” refers to the
high academic standard, and this point would
be best communicated in a restructuring of the
sentence using the active voice and reposition-
ing the relative clause closer to its antecedent
as in:  “Over the years, the school had set a high
standard which had placed it not only among
the best in Ghana …”

In excerpt (ii), the adverbial phrase “in Gha-
na”, which can be moved around may best be
placed elsewhere in order to move the relative
pronoun closer to the relativized noun. This
would yield, for example, “In Ghana, there is
hardly any married couple who will not want to
welcome their own baby.” Of course the dis-
course context would also determine whether or
not it is much more appropriate to place the ad-
verbial phrase “In Ghana” in sentence initial
position, and considering the fact that this ex-
cerpt is actually the opening sentence of a

newspaper article, a restructuring that brings
the adjunct “In Ghana’ to initial position is
desirable.

In excerpt (iii), the information in the relative
clause is not new and therefore does not con-
tribute to the development of the discourse:  the
noun phrase “flood victims” is synonymous with
“who [reference to flood victims] were recently
affected by a rainstorm.” There is, thus, no point
in using the relative clause in this instance.

In excerpt (iv), in order to appreciate the na-
ture of the problem, we have to start with the
feature specifications of the relative pronoun
“who”, which are as follows:

who + subject NP
+human
(Celce-Mucia and Larsen-Freeman 1999: 582).
Therefore, the use of “who” in this context

stands in clear violation of the collocation re-
strictions imposed by the semantic and syntac-
tic features of the relative pronoun “who”. The
more suitable pronoun for “a political party” is
“that”, the syntactic and semantic features of
which are:

that + subject NP
+ human
(Celce-Mucia and Larsen-Freeman 1999: 582).
Having offered this explanation, we still have

to draw attention to the peculiar diction of the
sentence. The words “brandish” and “relish”
evoke [+human] attributes; “brandish” means
“to wave something in a threatening or excited
way” while “relish” refers to the “enjoyment you
derive from doing something”. The question is
whether the metaphorical use of these words
provide the relevant discourse context to war-
rant the selection of the relative pronoun “who”.
Any answer would simply be speculative. To
avoid this stylistic infelicity, we have to use
“that” since it carries both + human features.
That part of the sentence should therefore read
– “many a political party that brandish it with
relish on their campaign trails.”

A related error type (excerpt v) is the posi-
tioning of the relative pronoun in relation to the
head noun. When, for example, the relative pro-
noun “who” does not immediately follow its
antecedent which is +human, the result is clum-
siness of expression. Take for instance, the ex-
cerpt:  ‘…He was a graduate of Koforidua Poly-
technic who was on National Service at Soga-
kope in the Volta Region’ (Daily Graphic, p. 16,
June 1, 2011). This sentence can be amended to
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read:  “…He was a Koforidua Polytechnic grad-
uate who was on National Service at Sogakope
in the Volta Region…”.

Non-defining Relative Clauses

The following excerpts are used for illustra-
tive purposes:

i. Doctor Acheampong who is also the Di-
rector of Research at the Polytechnic made
the declaration at a press briefing at Ko-
foridua on August, 8, 2011… (Daily Graph-
ic, p. 13, August 16, 2011).

ii. …he said for past 14 years, the people of
La have not been taking part of [sic.] the
Homowo Festival which brings unity
among the people… (Daily Guide, p. 15,
June 17, 2011).

iii. …the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) which is
anticipated to deliver fast, comfortable
and cost effective urban mobility through
the provision of exclusive right-of-way
lanes… (Daily Guide, p.10, September 21,
2011).

In excerpt (i) above, the identity of the sub-
ject is explicit enough; therefore, the relative
clause simply provides additional information
about Doctor Acheampong. Commas are thus
needed immediately after the noun ‘Doctor
Acheampong’ and after ‘Polytechnic’ in order
to signal the nonrestrictive sense in which the
relative clause is being used; as exemplified by:
‘Doctor Acheampong, who is also the Director
of Research at the Polytechnic, made the decla-
ration at a press briefing at Koforidua on Au-
gust, 8, 2011…’

The italicized relative clauses in excerpts (ii)
and (iii) should have been marked off as non-
defining relative clauses because the anteced-
ent being referred to in each case is either unique
or is the only kind; therefore, no additional in-
formation is needed for the reader to be able to
identify each. For example, in (ii), the ‘Homowo
Festival’ being referred to is a unique traditional
festival celebrated annually by the Gas in Gha-
na. Therefore, once the commas are omitted, the
implication is that there are other Homowo Fes-
tivals, and such a statement is obviously erro-
neous. Similarly, in (iii) the ‘Bus Rapid Transit’ is
a unique programme, which was expected to be
implemented in Ghana sometime ago; in this re-
gard then, it does not need extra information for
it to be unambiguously identified or understood.
For this reason, obligatory commas are needed

in each case to signal the non-restrictive mean-
ing being conveyed.

Sentential Relative Clauses

The following excerpts are used for illustra-
tive purposes:
i. Also, in spite of limitations imposed by the

dismal mental health financing institution
in Ghana which is characterized by low
budgetary allocation… (Daily Graphic, p.
19, August 17, 2011).

ii. … currently, the NHIA is said to be heavily
indebted to the service providers which is
having adverse effects on their business-
es… (Daily Guide, p. 19, August 4, 2011).

iii. The two, in the past few months, have come
under immense criticism and attack in the
Hohoe-North Constituency which led to the
dismissal of Condobrey, who used to be
the Hohoe MCE (Daily Guide, p.26, Sep-
tember 26, 2011).

In all the excerpts above (that is, i-iii), the
commas before the sentential clauses have been
omitted, depicting a lack of awareness on the
part of the authors of the nature and function of
sentential relative clauses. In excerpt (i), for ex-
ample, the relative clause is not modifying “Gha-
na”; therefore, it is a sentential relative clause,
but not a defining nor a non-defining one. The
sentence can be corrected by placing a comma
after “Ghana” as in:  “Also, in spite of limita-
tions imposed by the dismal mental health fi-
nancing institution in Ghana, which is charac-
terized by low budgetary allocation…”

Also, in excerpt (ii), the italicized relative
clause should be signaled as sentential through
the use of a comma after the noun “providers”
to avoid ambiguity. Accordingly, the sentence
can be corrected by placing a comma after “pro-
viders” as in:  “… currently, the NHIA is said to
be heavily indebted to the service providers,
which is having adverse effects on their busi-
nesses…”

Finally, in excerpt (iii), the italicized clause
should be signaled as sentential. The clause is
not modifying the NP “Hohoe-North Constitu-
ency”; instead, it is modifying the entire sen-
tence or an idea in the sentence. A comma is
therefore required after the noun “Constituen-
cy” to avoid the confusion being created in the
sentence. The correct sentence should be:  “The
two, in the past few months, have come under
immense criticism and attack in the Hohoe-North
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Constituency, which led to the dismissal of Con-
dobrey, who used to be the Hohoe MCE.”

CONCLUSION

From the analysis and discussion, we can
identify five main types of violation related to
the use of the relative clause as a modifier. These
are:

i. Redundancy of relative clause use;
ii. Lack of clarity in the use of relative clauses

embedded with passive structures;
iii. Violation of the collocation restrictions of

relative pronouns;
iv. Omission of commas in non-restrictive use

of the relative clause; and
v. Omission of commas before sentential

clauses depicting a lack of awareness of
the nature and function of sentential rela-
tive clauses.

The overall implication of the findings is that
despite the status of English as an official lan-
guage in Ghana since the country attained inde-
pendence in 1957, its use in public spaces such
as the newspaper reflects the poor state of knowl-
edge among some educated users on some as-
pects of English grammar. Indeed, English major
students are graduating with astonishingly low
level of knowledge of English grammar. This situ-
ation has been attributed largely to the quality of
English language teaching across the education-
al system which is encumbered with mammoth
challenges such as inadequate textbooks, scarci-
ty of trained teachers, and insufficiently resourced
teacher training colleges.

In sum, modification plays an essential role
in human communication. It offers a linguistic
strategy for amplifying or limiting information
provided about an element of sentence struc-
ture. However, language users, especially sec-
ond language users need to master the syntac-
tic and semantic principles governing the use of
the modifiers. The case of the relative clauses is
particularly important since a violation of the
principles governing their use would lead to
ambiguity and the distortion of information rela-
tionships within a clause complex.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The plethora of infelicities with regard to the
use of the relative clause as modifier indicates
the need for greater editorial oversight as well

as regular in-service training for journalists and
editorial assistants. Above all, in second lan-
guage contexts like the linguistic environment
of Ghana, the school system, from primary
through higher education should lay emphasis
on that aspect of grammar which deals with mod-
ifiers and the complexities involved in relative
clause ambiguity resolution.
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