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Address forms are among the most culturally oriented linguistic features in
communicative practice. Yet socio-pragmatic research on address forms in
non-Western cultures remains limited, especially where local practices do
not fit existing theoretical frameworks. This paper offers an exploratory
account of self-reported address practices in Nigerian English academic
discourse. It identifies forms of address reported by Nigerian university
students in student-teacher interaction and analyses their pragmatic and
sociocultural meanings. The material was collected mainly by question-
naires completed by 190 Nigerian university students, supplemented by
ethnographic observation of academic settings and semi-structured inter-
views. The data were analysed qualitatively and descriptively, using se-
lected scholarship on address research, politeness theory, pragmatics,
cultural studies, and the World Englishes paradigm. The findings show that
respondents reported both traditional English address categories, especial-
ly honorifics and academic titles, and culture-specific ones, including
kinship terms, religious terms, local titles and hybrid forms. The reported
choices appear to be influenced by institutional rank, age and seniority, as
well as socio-cultural factors and understanding of politeness. They are
expressed both in English and in local languages. The study suggests that
Nigerian English academic address practices adapt English forms to locally
meaningful ways of expressing respect, hierarchy, seniority, family orienta-
tion, communal affiliation and relational closeness, while the findings
remain exploratory and not nationally generalisable.

Keywords: address terms, cultural values, politeness, sociocultural
adaptation, academic discourse, relationality, Nigerian English

1. INTRODUCTION

The study of address forms (AFs hereafter) has long
been a topic of scholarly attention in sociolinguistics and
pragmatics. Research has shown that the ways speakers
choose to address one another can index emotional stance
and social relations. Address terms are natural attributes of
interaction in different settings that express relations
between speakers (Braun, 1988) and index cultural mem-
bership, including distinctions of power, intimacy, age,
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respect and institutional position (Baumgarten & Vismans,
2023; Bila et al., 2020; Braun, 1988; Clyne et al., 2009;
Fernandez-Mallat & Moyna, 2025; Wierzbicka, 2017,
2020). Thus, a speaker’s choice of address may enact iden-
tity, display communicative and socio-cultural compe-
tence, and negotiate the relationship in interaction.

The study of AFs in academic environments is driven
by the recognition that higher education institutions con-
stitute complex speech communities in which language
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choices reflect institutional hierarchy, interpersonal rela-
tionships, cultural expectations and professional identity
(Formentelli, 2009, 2018; Formentelli & Hajek, 2015; Lar-
ina & Suryanarayan, 2023; Soomro & Larina, 2024; Zhou
& Larina, 2024).

The significance of AFs in academic settings lies in
their capacity to index the social relations that reproduce
politeness strategies and interactions between lecturers
and students, senior and junior faculty, and administrative
and academic staff. The issue of choosing the appropriate
form of address arises in multicultural academic settings
where English is used as a lingua franca.

As Formentelli (2018) rightly states, cultural back-
grounds, previous experience in the students’ home uni-
versity, and assumptions about the addressee’s cultural ex-
pectations affect address practices in English as a lingua
franca.

Thus, various studies have emerged on AFs in aca-
demic contexts. However, not all studies give sufficient at-
tention to how sociocultural values are reflected in address
terms and their use, particularly in the Nigerian academic
setting.

The Nigerian academic setting is a multilingual and
religiously diverse environment. This heterogeneous lin-
guistic setting may make the choice of address terms so-
cially consequential. Address conventions in Nigeria draw
on various indigenous languages, including Hausa, Yoruba
and Igbo, in addition to English. The sociolinguistic com-
plexity of the country generates distinctive communicat-
ive challenges, resources and opportunities.

In educated Nigerian communication, code-switching
and code-mixing between English and indigenous lan-
guages may have specific pragmatic purposes. These lin-
guistic practices can mark in-group solidarity, assert ethnic
identity, mitigate directives, and enact culturally specific
politeness, as comparable studies of Indian and Pakistani
varieties of English suggest (Larina & Suryanarayan, 2023;
Soomro & Larina, 2023, 2024). The interaction between
English and Nigerian indigenous languages has contrib-
uted to Nigerian English, a legitimate, institutionalised and
recognisably distinct variety of English positioned in Ka-
chru’s (1985) Outer Circle.

Scholars have identified AFs as part of English-vari-
ety development (Ozyumenko, 2020, p. 153), since they
introduce local norms, values, identities and worldviews
into the English language. In this article, lingua-cultural
adaptation is understood narrowly as the local reworking
of English address practices by borrowing, semantic exten-
sion and hybrid combination with indigenous or locally
meaningful forms. This definition does not include all
identity work, multilingualism or cultural meaning under
one label, but focuses on how speakers use address re-
sources at hand to express social meanings in academic dis-
course.
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The study aims to identify forms of address reported
by Nigerian students in their interaction with teachers and
to analyse their choice in terms of pragmatic and sociocul-
tural factors, with particular attention to politeness and re-
lational positioning. The paper seeks to answer the follow-
ing research questions:

1. What categories of address do Nigerian students re-
port using when communicating with teachers?

2. What pragmatic meanings do respondents associate
with these AFs?

3. How do the reported AFs express different kinds of
politeness and respect in student-teacher communication?

4. What sociocultural factors appear to influence stu-
dents’ reported choice of AFs?

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1. Universality and cultural specificity of AFs

AFs are social resources that indicate the relations
between speaker and addressee and characterise the per-
son being spoken to. They are verbal behaviours that in-
dicate ‘transactional, interpersonal and deictic ramifications in
human relationships’ (Leech, 1999, p. 107). As scholars note,
AFs ‘reflect the social and linguistic background of interactants
to a greater extent than other aspects of language’ (Philipsen
& Huspek 1985, p. 94). Hence, the way speakers choose to
address one another encodes social relations, including dis-
tinctions of power, distance, intimacy, age, respect, and in-
stitutional position (Braun, 1988; Brown & Gilman, 1960).
A speaker’s decision to address a university professor as
Sir, Professor, Daddy, or simply by a first name cannot be
considered a trivial stylistic choice; it is an enactment of
ideology, identity, a display of cultural norms, and a nego-
tiation of relational boundaries in interaction.

AFs are universal features, but their categories and
usage vary in different cultures. They are influenced by a
number of social criteria, including age, gender, occupa-
tion, transactional status, degree of closeness, and social
status (Bild et al., 2020; Clyne et al., 2009; Norrby &
Warren, 2012). Culture and cultural values are also built
into the categories of AFs and affect their usage (Clyne et
al. 2009; Oyetade, 1995; Suryanarayan & Khalil, 2021;
Wierzbicka, 2017, 2020). The social and cultural inherit-
ance of norms determines the addressing practices of a par-
ticular speech community, and these differences appear
both in the set of address categories and in their use.

AFs can be categorised based on their linguistic,
social, and cultural characteristics. Braun (1988) identified
several categories, including honorifics, titles, names, kin-
ship terms, and endearments. These categories are cross-
culturally applicable, but there are variations in how they
are used and expressed. Additionally, other categories
have been proposed by researchers (Ramachandra, 2024;
Soomro & Larina, 2024) who argue for the inclusion of ad-
ditional AFs that are culturally and socially relevant.
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The foundational work of Brown and Gilman (1960)
established that address choices are structurally correlated
with social organisation. Their T/V binary opposition, in
which deferential and distancing forms (V) are used up-
wards to social superiors and familiar forms (T) are used
downwards or horizontally among equals, has been modi-
fied and criticised in many linguistic contexts. Ervin-Tripp
(2005), for instance, expanded and complicated this bin-
ary framework by showing that address-form choice is not
ruled by a single factor but by a complex set of sociolin-
guistic rules that interact in context-specific ways. These
rules encode information about the age, sex, occupational
rank, kinship relationship and ethnic identity of the
speakers, as well as the formal or informal character of the
setting. Studies of AFs in various cultures have also con-
vincingly shown that other factors come into play, which
affect the forms of address, and binary oppositions are not
always sufficient for their study (Ferndndez-Mallat &
Moyna, 2025; Khalil & Larina, 2025).

AFs are directly related to the category of politeness.
Brown and Levinson’s (1987) theory of politeness, which
proposed the idea of negative politeness focused on distan-
cing and positive politeness aimed at rapprochement,
showed that address-form choice can be understood as a
politeness strategy, not simply as a social index. A discurs-
ive account (Locher & Watts, 2005; Watts, 2003) has fur-
ther developed the idea that politeness and impoliteness
are not absolute, but relative; they are not determined by
formal rules alone, but by the recipient in a specific situ-
ation and socio-cultural setting. Politeness and impolite-
ness are closely linked to social and emotional aspects of
communication and can be influenced by power dynamics,
cultural norms and values, as well as interpersonal rela-
tionships. These factors can be observed in the use of AFs.

Cross-cultural variation of communicative practices,
including addressing, can be analysed with cultural cat-
egories such as individualism and collectivism, power dis-
tance, uncertainty avoidance and others (Gudykunst et al.,
1996, Hofstede et al., 2010; Larina et al., 2017). Research
on AFs has demonstrated how these categories influence
addressing practices to establish in-group or out-group
membership, maintain hierarchy or emphasise equality,
establish interpersonal closeness or stress individuality.
For example, Indians, who represent a culture with a
strong vertical and small horizontal distance between indi-
viduals, use kinship terms even with strangers. In
addition, the particle Ji borrowed from Hindi to express
respect, emphasising vertical distance, is commonly ad-
ded (Larina & Suryanarayan, 2013). This is unusual in the
British variety of English, where an anonymous style in
this setting and emphasis on distance is preferred.

Addressing a non-relative with a kinship term, which
is common in many collectivist cultures (Saadna & Larina,
2025; Wierzbicka, 2017), may indicate the importance of
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family orientation and the extension of kinship-like rela-
tions outside the household. Another category of address-
ing system that underlines the value of family and children
are teknonyms. These are used in many dialects of the Ar-
abic language and elsewhere. Teknonyms serve as signific-
ant identity markers, a sign of politeness, and pragmatic-
ally give speakers the opportunity to simultaneously
achieve closeness and respect (Khalil & Larina, 2024).

One commonly discussed feature of Nigerian society
is collectivism, a characterisation that may have implica-
tions for address behaviour. In collectivist cultures, such as
those observed by Eaton and Louw (2000) in their study
of South Africa, social identity is formed by group mem-
bership and interdependence, not individual autonomy.
For the present study, this framework is used cautiously as
a possible analytical lens, not as a direct explanation for all
Nigerian address practices. The coexistence of indigenous
cultural values and the cultural presuppositions of English-
medium academic discourse creates a productive tension in
the determination of address norms.

2.2. AFs in academic discourse

Study of AFs in Anglo-American academic contexts
laid the groundwork for comparative research in various
academic settings. Mclntire (1972) conducted an early em-
pirical study of address terms in an academic setting in the
United States, identifying the competing pressures of
formality, institutional hierarchy and interpersonal rap-
port that inform the choices lecturers and students make in
face-to-face interaction. Formentelli (2009) expanded this
inquiry to British academia, documenting address strate-
gies in a British university setting and demonstrating that
the seemingly informal British convention of first-name
address between staff and students is nonetheless regulated
by relational constraints. His findings showed that the
move toward first-name address is not a simple abandon-
ment of hierarchy but a performative articulation of a par-
ticular institutional culture in which informality marks
collegial accessibility without dissolving professional
boundaries. The idea of non-reciprocity and distance was
introduced by Formentelli and Hajek (2015) in their work
on AFs in Italian academic interactions. They argued the
asymmetrical use of AFs in Italian universities reflects a
wider cultural investment in hierarchical differentiation
between professors and students. This idea of non-recip-
rocal address has resonance with many African communic-
ative styles.

In his pioneering works on AFs in multilingual Afric-
an academic setting, Afful (2006, 2010) conducted re-
search on AFs among university students in Ghana, estab-
lishing that Ghanaian undergraduates use a heterogeneous
repertoire of AFs including personal names, academic
titles, descriptive phrases, catch phrases and kinship terms
adapted to non-kinship social relations. Afful (2006)
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found that these address practices are influenced by socio-
cultural factors including gender, age, level of familiarity,
and the wider cultural tendency to project warmth and
communal solidarity by linguistic interaction.

Studies on AFs in academic discourse in other postco-
lonial multilingual settings offer additional reference
points for understanding Nigerian academic address. Lar-
ina and Suryanarayan (2023), analysing addressing prac-
tices in Indian English academic discourse, provided illus-
trative evidence of the convergence of English and Hindi
which results in Indianisation of English in the Indian con-
text. They demonstrated how English-speaking Indian bi-
linguals find ways to express meanings, values, attitudes
and relationships that standard English forms may not eas-
ily convey. They create translingual norms and forms to
express emphasised respect and solidarity, e.g., students
addressing their teacher may use Sir Ji or first name + Sir/
Ma’am.

Soomro and Larina (2023, 2024) conducted investiga-
tions into AFs in Pakistani English academic settings, doc-
umenting the deployment of honorifics, kinship terms, oc-
cupational terms, and endearments in multilingual uni-
versity environments. They found that Pakistani students
employ a heterogeneous address repertoire that includes
English terms such as Mister alongside indigenous address
categories such as ada ‘brother’, demonstrating the ways in
which postcolonial speakers of English negotiate between
imported and indigenous address conventions. Soomro and
Larina (2024) further studied how addressing practices in
student-teacher interaction in Pakistani English reflect
both sociocultural constraints and the individual speaker’s
desire to index a particular relational identity.

Ramachandra (2024) contributed a further comparat-
ive account with a study of informal address practices
among university students in Sri Lanka, documenting ad-
dress practices that combine English conventions with in-
digenous linguistic forms and cultural values. Zhou and
Larina (2024) added a further point of comparison to this
literature by studying power and solidarity in pronominal
forms of address in Chinese and Russian teacher-student
interactions, finding that the semantic factors identified by
Brown and Gilman (1960) continue to organise address be-
haviour in very different cultural settings, though with
significant culture-specific inflections.

The study of AFs in Nigerian academic settings has
weak theoretical grounding with only few studies recor-
ded. Chamo (2019) investigated AFs among academic staff
at Bayero University, Kano, finding that the traditional
Hausa title Malam, originally signifying an Islamic scholar
or learned man, has become the most used address term
among faculty members, displacing English academic titles
in informal and sometimes formal interactions. Unuabonah
(2018) made a parallel argument in her analysis of AFs and
language ideologies at a southwestern Nigerian university,
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demonstrating that staff members employ address terms
derived from English, Yoruba, Nigerian Pidgin and other
indigenous languages, and that the choice of AFs is regu-
lated by a set of postmodernist and functionalist language
ideologies that reflect both cultural values and the de-
mands of institutional interaction.

3. METHODOLOGY

The primary goal of this exploratory study is to
identify AFs reported in Nigerian English student-teacher
interaction and to analyse their choice in terms of pragmat-
ic and sociocultural factors, with the focus on politeness,
respect and relational positioning.

The materials for the study were mainly collected by
questionnaires, supplemented by ethnographical observa-
tion and semi-structured interviews. The purpose of the
survey was to identify the AFs Nigerian students report
using in and out of the classroom, that is, in settings that
are generalised here as formal and informal settings. The
questionnaire was distributed at 10 Nigerian public uni-
versities selected to represent the six geopolitical regions
of the country (North-Central, North-East, North-West,
South-East, South-South, and South-West), which differ
in terms of their dominant local languages. Hausa is
spoken predominantly in the North, Yoruba is spoken in
South-West, and Igbo is spoken in South-South and
South-East.

A total of 190 questionnaires from 190 students were
received. The analysis focused on traditional English forms
of address and culture-specific forms and on respondents’
reported preferences in the two settings. Culture-specific
forms in this study include both categories (e.g., kinship
terms) and unusual combinations or uses (e.g., Professor
Daddy).

The results are presented in tables showing the identi-
fied categories, examples of forms of address from the ques-
tionnaires, and descriptive percentages for formal and in-
formal settings, respectively. These percentages should be
read as descriptive category distributions, not as statistic-
ally generalisable population estimates.

To verify the results and understand the reasons that
inform students’ choice of AFs, a semi-structured inter-
view was conducted with 50 Nigerian students. The re-
spondents were selected from the same group of students
who took part in the survey, and they were also asked to
provide examples of their interactions with teachers that
included addressing.

The study uses an interdisciplinary design. The data
were analysed qualitatively and descriptively. The analys-
is used selected frameworks from AF research
(Baumgarten & Vismans, 2023; Braun, 1988; Brown &
Gilman, 1960; Clyne et al., 2009; Formentelli, 2018; For-
mentelli & Hajek, 2016), politeness and relational-work
theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Leech, 2014; Locher &
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Larina, 2019; Locher & Watts, 2005; Watts, 2003), the
World Englishes paradigm (Kachru, 1985, 1992; Proshina
& Nelson, 2020), sociolinguistics, cultural linguistics and
cultural studies (Eaton & Louw, 2000; Gudykunst et al.,
1996; Hofstede et al., 2010; Sharifian, 2017). These frame-
works were combined to study the set of AFs reported in
Nigerian English academic settings, identify possible prag-
matic meanings, and analyse how sociocultural values may
influence AFs in university settings.

To support the qualitative analysis, an analytical visu-
alisation was developed for the hybrid AFs reported in the
study. The figure does not present an additional statistical
test or frequency count; rather, it systematises the internal
composition of selected hybrid forms. Each hybrid AF was
manually coded according to the relational resources it
combines: honorific term, academic title, kinship term, re-
ligious term, local-language item, and personal name. The
resulting binary coding matrix was then visualised as a re-
source matrix and a resource network. In the matrix, filled
cells indicate the presence of a given relational resource in
a particular AF. In the network, each AF is connected to
the resources it combines. This visualisation was designed
to make the analytical logic of hybridisation more trans-
parent and to show how forms such as Professor Sir, Uncle
Sir, Hajiya Ma’am, and Hadda Sister combine several social
meanings in a single AF. The visualisation should there-
fore be read as an analytical summary of the reported ex-
amples, not as a quantitative distribution of usage.

Because the study is based primarily on self-reported
questionnaire and interview data, the findings should be
read as reported norms and metapragmatic evaluations, not

Table 1
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as direct records of everyday interaction. The descriptive
percentages indicate the distribution of coded categories in
the dataset; they should not be read as statistically general-
isable estimates for Nigerian universities as a whole.

4.STUDY RESULTS

The results combine findings from questionnaires and
interviews. In the questionnaire analysis, the focus was on
reported address categories and their relative distribution
in student-teacher interaction. To illustrate their use and
show how students understand these categories, the article
provides examples from interviews and includes students’
opinions on why they use these address categories in par-
ticular settings. The examples should be understood as eli-
cited or reported examples, not as recordings of naturally
occurring interaction.

The findings show that respondents reported both tra-
ditional English and culture-specific terms to address their
teachers. Six categories were identified and divided into
two groups: traditional English AFs (honorifics and aca-
demic titles) and culture-specific terms (kinship terms, re-
ligious terms, local titles and hybrid terms).

Regarding the categories of traditional English terms,
modified to the Nigerian setting (e.g., Ma’am, Ma), the re-
ported distribution included honorifics (64.1%) and aca-
demic titles (35.9%). The use of honorifics predominates,
according to interview comments, because they can be
used for all teachers regardless of educational level, while
academic titles are limited to those who have such qualific-
ations. As Table 1 shows, these categories were reported
more commonly in formal settings.

Traditional English address terms in student-teacher interaction in Nigerian English

TRADITIONAL ENGLISH ADDRESS
CATEGORIES TERMS

Honorifics Sir, Ma’am, Ma, Madam

Academic titles Professor, Doctor

Total

In response to questions on the use of honorifics and
academic titles, respondents commonly acknowledged that
they used English honorifics such as Sir, Madam, Ma’am
and Ma as respect terms learned from early schooling.
They also linked the use of these honorifics to the per-
ceived dignity of the teaching profession and to the belief
that teachers deserve special moral recognition. Addition-
ally, honorifics were described as general terms of respect
in many settings.

(1) Sir, could I re-submit my homework, please? (student
to a male teacher, formal setting).

12 Training, Language and Culrure

SETTINGS
DESCRIPTIVE CATEGORY
DISTRIBUTION (%) FORMAL INFORMAL
64.1% 40 241
35.9% 22 13.9
100% 62 38

(2) We're happy to see you again, ma’am (student to a
female teacher, informal setting).

Some students reported using academic titles such as
Professor and Doctor in both formal and informal situations
because such titles were viewed as explicit markers of
honour. Interview comments also suggested that failure to
use an earned academic title may be perceived as dis-
respectful.

(3) Professor, may I know please, if it is possible to have a
contrary opinion concerning this theory? (student to a teacher,
formal setting).
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(4) My sincere apologies once again, Doctor, for coming
to your class late yesterday (student to a teacher, informal
setting).

(5) Professor, Doctor Tadi, we appedl to retake your test
because the general scores are not encouraging, sir (class pres-
ident to a teacher, formal setting).

(6) Gasuwa na musamman ga (special greeting in
Hausa) Professor, Doctor (student to a male teacher, inform-
al setting).

These examples suggest the conventional status of
English honorifics and academic titles in the reported data.
Deviating from this convention may be read as a lack of re-
spect for the academic status of the teacher. The use of two
terms (5), and sometimes even three (6) simultaneously,
appears to mark demonstrative respect for academic status
in the Nigerian academic setting.

The culture-specific terms of address can be divided
into four identified categories based on the questionnaire
data and supported by interview comments. These cat-
egories are kinship terms, religious terms, local titles and
hybrid terms (Table 2).

Felicia Bulus, Tatiana V. Larina

Kinship terms were the most common, accounting for
39.9% of the culture-specific category distribution (12.9%
in a formal setting and 27% in an informal setting). De-
pending on the age of the teacher, this could be a father/
mother, uncle/aunt, or older brother/sister. Kinship terms
are used in English (Mommy, Big Sister, Big Brother, Uncle,
Aunty) and in native languages, e.g., Baba/Mama (‘father/
mother’, Hausa), Pa (‘daddy’, Yoruba), Egbon (‘elder sib-
ling’, Yoruba), Hadda (‘elder sister’, Hausa), and Yaya
(‘older brother’, Hausa). Some respondents also reported
combinations of local and English kinship forms, such as
Hadda Sister, Big Brother Yaya and Egbon Brother, which
are analysed here as hybrid terms. Interviewed students
linked these terms to communal familiarity, family orient-
ation, closeness and affective attachment.

(7) We will make you proud in the final exams, mommy
(class captain to an elderly female teacher, formal interac-
tion).

(8) Good afternoon Egbon, please, let me help you with
vour bag (Yoruba student greeting a young Yoruba teacher,
informal interaction).

Table 2
Culture-specific address categories in student-teacher interactions in Nigerian English
SETTINGS
CULTURE-SPECIFIC ADDRESS DESCRIPTIVE CATEGORY
CATEGORIES TERMS DISTRIBUTION (%) FORMAL  INFORMAL
Kinship terms Mama/Baba (‘mother/father’, Hausa)
Pa/Nna (‘daddy’, Yoruba/lgbo)
Egbon (‘elder sibling’, Yoruba) 39.9% 12.9 27
Hadda (‘elder sister’, Hausa)
Yaya (‘elder brother’, Hausa)
Religious terms Chaplain (‘priest’)
Malama/Malam (‘noble scholar’, f/m)
Hajiya/Alhaji (‘person who has been on Hajj’, f/m)
JP (‘Jerusalem pilgrim’) 17.3% 3.3 14
Atama (‘priest’, lgala)
Yaa-Mu’allim (‘teacher/instructor of knowledge’, Hausa,
originally from Arabic)
Local titles Dede (‘chief’, Igbo); Oga (‘boss’, Nigerian Pidgin) 11.6% 2.1 9.5
Hybrid terms Mister John, Madam Ann, Professor Sir/Ma’am, Uncle
Sir, Aunty Ma, Professor Mommy/Daddy, Hajiya Ma'am,
Alhaji Sir, Mister John JP, Mrs David JP, Chaplain Sir, 31.2% 13.7 17.5
Hadda Sister, Big Brother Yaya, Egbon Brother
Total 100% 32 68

Among culture-specific terms are also religious terms
(17.3%) and local titles (11.6%), reported mostly in informal
settings. Religious terms suggest that some teachers may
be addressed not only as transmitters of knowledge but
also as persons with religious or moral status. The material

included the following religious AFs: Chaplain (‘a pastor
serving in an institution who also teaches’), Atama
(‘priest’), Hajiva (‘a Muslim woman who has been on
Hajj’), Alhqji (‘a Muslim male who has been on Hajj’), and
Yaa-Mu’allim (‘teacher/instructor of knowledge’).
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(9) Atama, good evening (student greeting a teacher,
formal setting).

(10) Yaa-mu’allim, I saw you yesterday at the mosque but
before I could get to you, you were gone (student addressing a
Muslim teacher outside class, informal setting).

Another religious term used to address teachers is JP,
which stands for ‘Jerusalem Pilgrim’. It is used in Nigeria
predominantly by Christians to refer to those who have
visited the holy land of Jerusalem. Since it is used in com-
bination with honorifics and first names (e.g., Mister John
JPor Mrs David JP), this article analyses it as a hybrid form
of address. The use of religious terms to address the teacher
points to a possible connection between academic author-
ity and religious identity in Nigerian public life.

Local titles such as Dede (‘chief’, Igbo) and Oga (‘boss’,
Nigerian Pidgin) are arguably used to emphasise the high
position of a teacher and to show respect for their status.
These titles are mostly conferred on successful individuals
who have contributed greatly towards the development
and advancement of their immediate community, some of
whom are university teachers. These forms are ethnolin-
guistically significant, as they may index ethnic identity
and traditional hierarchy, importing prestige systems from
older governance orders into the university classroom:

(11) Dede, in our last lecture, you asked us to come ready to
recite our favourite poems in the next lesson (class president to
a teacher, formal setting).

Although the categories of religious terms and local
titles are less common (see Table 2), they are analytically
important because they introduce local values of social
status and religion into academic address.

Respondents also reported the use of the honorific
Yallaboi (‘your honour’, Hausa), which appears to emphas-
ise the social respect placed on teachers and their status:

(12) Yallaboi, is it possible for us to submit the project this
week because our class will be at community theatre next week?
(class captain to a male northern teacher, formal setting).

The category of hybrid AFs has attracted particular
attention. They rank second after kinship terms (31.2%)
and are used in both formal and informal settings. How-
ever, the results indicate a slight preference for using them
in informal settings (13.7% to 17.5%, correspondingly).
These hybrid forms are creative combinations of different
categories, e.g., Aunty Ma (kinship term + shortened hon-
orific Madam), Professor Mommy (academic title + kinship
term), Mister John (honorific + first name) or languages,
e.g., Big Brother Yaya (an English kinship term + a local
kinship term). They can also be peculiar combinations of
English terms (e.g., Professor Ma’am, Professor Sir, Mister
John), as well as English and local terms (e.g., Alhaji Sir,
Chaplain Sir, Hadda Sister).

Figures 1 and 2 present the internal composition of the
hybrid AFs reported in the study. It maps each form to the
relational resources it combines: honorific, academic title,
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kinship, religious status, local language and personal name.
The figures make clear why these forms cannot be reduced
to intensified politeness alone, as they combine several so-
cial meanings in one AF.

(13) Professor Ma’am, could you please explain your last
statement again? (student to female professor, formal
setting).

(14) Chaplain Sir, good to see you in our local area (stu-
dent to chaplain, informal setting).

(15) Hadda Sister, can I come and see you later, please?
(student to a young female teacher, formal setting).

These examples may be read as cases of pragmatic re-
dundancy and stylistic repetition of AFs: Professor Ma’am
combines a professional title and an honorific (13), Chap-
lain Sir combines a religious title and an honorific (14), and
Hadda Sister combines Hausa Hadda (‘elder sister’) with
English Sister (15). Such combinations of categories and
languages require close analysis, not immediate reduction
to a single meaning.

Hybrid forms of address appear to allow students to
express respect for status and familiarity with the teacher
at the same time, i.e., to convey deference and closeness to-
gether. These forms suggest that, in some reported
settings, a single address term may be perceived as insuffi-
cient for expressing the teacher’s multiple social positions.
Students may use hybrid terms to combine academic title,
symbolic kinship, religious status and affective closeness,
as in Uncle Sir or Professor Mommy. This reading remains
tentative and would need confirmation using naturally oc-
curring interactional data.

The results show that traditional English AFs and cul-
ture-specific forms are reported in both formal and inform-
al settings. However, there are clear preferences which in-
dicate possible stylistic differences. Traditional English
forms are reported more commonly in formal settings (62%
against 38%), while culture-specific forms are reported
more commonly in informal settings.

5. DISCUSSION

The study found that respondents report addressing
their teachers using both traditional English categories
(honorifics and academic titles) and forms borrowed from
or based on local languages, as well as newly combined hy-
brid terms. The discussion below reads these findings as
evidence of relational expansion in academic address:
teachers may be positioned not only as institutional au-
thorities, but also as elders, moral figures, religious
persons, symbolic parents or senior members of a com-
munity.

The use of English honorifics and academic titles
marks institutional respect, academic hierarchy and educa-
tional prestige accorded to teachers in student-teacher in-
teractions. The common use of honorifics may suggest
teachers’ power, authority and expertise in the reported
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Honorific
Term

Mister John
Madam Ann
Professor Sir
Professor Ma'am
Uncle Sir

Aunty Ma
Professor Mommy/Daddy
Hajiya Ma'am
Alhaiji Sir

Mister John JP
Mrs David JP

Chaplain Sir

Hadda Sister
Big Brother Yaya

Egbon Brother

Note: Filled cells indicate that a relational resource is present in the AF.

Academic

Title
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Personal
Name

Local
Language

Kinship
Term

Religious
Term

Coding is analytical and based on examples reported in the study; it is not a frequency measure.

Figure 1. Hybrid AFs as relational resource bundles in Nigerian English academic discourse (resource matrix)

data. This finding fits Kachru's (1992) argument that
second-language varieties tend to preserve prestige fea-
tures of the colonial norm in institutional settings, where
formality has professional and evaluative significance. The
results further correspond with Adegbija’s (1989) observa-
tion that Nigerian academic discourse is marked by pro-
nounced asymmetrical deference. They contrast with the
modern British tradition of reciprocal first-name use in stu-
dent-teacher interactions (Formentelli, 2009), which pro-
motes equality and results in a more egalitarian style.

The findings also show that many respondents report
using culture-specific categories (kinship terms, religious
terms, traditional titles and hybrid terms) when addressing
teachers. Several possible readings are offered below, but
they should be understood as sociopragmatic readings of
reported data, not as direct evidence of fixed cultural rules.

First, the findings show that respect is not a single so-
cial category. In the reported Nigerian academic setting,
respect for a teacher may involve recognition of institu-
tional status, academic title, age, seniority and religion.
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Mister John @—
Madam Ann @— AN

Professor Sir @——————— ,_,7;;\

Professor Ma'am @——————— s

Uncle Sir @—

Aunty Ma @—

Professor Mommy/Daddy @ - 7 Y

Hajiya Ma'am @—————

Chaplain Sir @———

Hadda Sister @—

Big Brother Yaya @—

Egbon Brother @—
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= 7—. Honorific

(@) Academictitle

——@ Kinship

?—. Religious status

>——. Local language

\. Personal name

Note: Network edges connect each hybrid form to the resources it combines.

The densest links cluster around honorific, kinship and religious resources.

Figure 2. Hybrid AFs as relational resource bundles in Nigerian English academic discourse (resource network)

Addressing teachers with Malam (an honorific for an Is-
lamic scholar), Chaplain/Pastor, JP (‘Jerusalem Pilgrim’), or
Hajiva/ Alhaji for Muslim teachers who have been to Hajj
demonstrates religious respect and establishes teachers’ re-
ligious affiliations. This recognises the teacher’s moral and
spiritual status as potentially co-constitutive with their
academic position.

Additionally, the data suggest that academic authority
alone may not always be socially sufficient unless it is re-
coded into familial or seniority-based relationships. There-
fore, respect for teachers may be shown not only vertically
but also by forms of closeness and familiarity, especially by
kinship terms. In Nigeria, as in many other non-Western
cultures (Larina & Suryanarayan, 2013, 2023; Wierzbicka
2017), kinship addresses can extend to non-relatives. Ad-
dressing a female teacher as Mommy or a male teacher as

16 Training, Language and Culture

Baba/Pa/Nna ‘daddy’ (in Hausa, Yoruba, Igho) appears to
recast the pedagogical relationship as one of protective au-
thority and affective attachment. Addressing a younger
teacher with Egbon ‘elder sibling’ (Yoruba) or Hadda/Yaya
(Hausa equivalents) may communicate proximity and age-
based respect without necessarily invoking academic rank.
Kinship terms therefore appear to express a more affective
and intimate form of respect than Siror Professoralone.
Second, the identified categories of AFs are related to
politeness, but the data require a more precise account than
a simple opposition between distance and closeness. Hon-
orifics and academic titles may be linked to deference and
distance, while kinship terms may be linked to affiliation
and relational closeness. Hybrid AFs represent a case
where these strategies work simultaneously. For example,
Uncle Sir combines a kinship term with an honorific. This
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suggests the importance of showing both status distance
and emotional proximity, a tendency also observed in oth-
er non-Western politeness settings (Khalil & Larina, 2025;
Larina & Suryanarayan, 2023).

Third, the redundancy observed in hybrid forms
which are additive in nature, such as Professor Sir, Uncle
Sir, Hajiya Ma’am, may indicate that a single title is not al-
ways enough to specify the relationship. Speakers may be
unwilling to leave social relationships underspecified, so
the additive form provides several recognisable social co-
ordinates at once. Nigerian students may position their
teachers as academic authorities, moral guardians, religious
figures, symbolic parents or elder siblings. Professor Sir, for
instance, simultaneously acknowledges educational rank
and performs deferential gendered address; Uncle Sir com-
bines closeness and institutional respect; Hajiva Ma’am
combines Islamic religious status with English formal ad-
dress. This reading should not be understood as proof of
national uncertainty avoidance, but as a possible account
of how additive AFs organise relational meaning in the re-
ported data.

Fourth, the findings suggest the local adaptation of
English in the Nigerian setting. Students select and com-
bine different address categories and languages when ad-
dressing teachers, producing hybrid addresses with mul-
tiple social meanings. These forms may help speakers ex-
press respect, seniority, religious status and affective close-
ness in ways that standard English academic address con-
ventions do not fully express. This is consistent with ad-
dress practices observed in academic discourse in India
(Larina & Suryanarayan, 2023).

Regarding context-based variation, the findings of
this study show that all address categories, both traditional
English and culture-specific ones, are reported in formal
and informal student-teacher communication, with some
preference for English terms in the classroom. Outside of
class, students tend to report greater flexibility and more
common reliance on culture-specific categories, such as
kinship terms, religious terms, traditional titles and hybrid
terms. These terms may help establish familiarity in the
community.
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