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ABSTRACT

Quinto, Edward Jay M., Pacheco, Paula Enxi D.V., Fallarme, Sophia Ysabelle,
Garcia, Leanne Margaret. 2021. How Does Early L2 Exposure Impact L1
Proficiency? Evidence from Tagalog-English Bilingual Children. Korean Journal
of English Language and Linguistics 21, 525-535

Despite the rich potential for new information that bilingualism research can generate
from bilingual countries in the Global South, such as the Philippines, very few
bilingualism studies come from these contexts. Hence, this study aims to address this
gap by examining how exposure to a second language (L2) impacts proficiency on the
first (L1) among 100 Tagalog-English bilingual children aged 4 to 7 years in the
Philippines. A language exposure assessment adapted from DeAnda et al.’s (2016)
Language Exposure Assessment Tool (LEAT) was used to measure cumulative L2
exposure (English), while grammar, vocabulary, and spelling proficiency tests in
Tagalog were used to measure L1 proficiency. Multiple and linear regression analyses
showed that (a) overall L2 exposure does not impact overall L1 proficiency [F(1, 98)
= 3.89; p = 0.051]; although (b) L2 exposure negatively influenced L1 vocabulary
[F(1,98) =5.04; p = 0.027; f = -0.22] and grammar [F(1, 98) = 7.40; p = 0.007; f =
-0.27], but not spelling [F(1, 98) = 0.09; p = 0.766; p = -0.03]. Thus, on the query
regarding the influence of L2 exposure on L1 proficiency, evidence from Tagalog-
English bilingual children showed that exposure to L2 English translated in negative
outcomes on two measures of L1 skills, i.e., Tagalog vocabulary and Tagalog
grammar.
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1. Introduction

One of the most widely debated topics in bilingual research is whether early exposure to a second language (L2)
hampers or facilitates the development of the first language (L1) of a bilingual child (Hoff et al. 2012). On one
hand, some researchers argue that early L2 exposure negatively influences L1 proficiency, claiming that a child
may be unable to unlock proficiency in both, if a second language is introduced too early (Chureson 2013, Polinsky
1995). However, other researchers challenged this negative claim, saying that there is, in fact, benefit in
introducing a L2 early into a child’s language development (Bassetti and Nicoladis 2016, Lofranco et al., 2006).
These ongoing assertions are heavily informed by bilingual research, which tends to favor English as L1 and
Western samples, typically American bilinguals (Byers-Heinlein and Lew-Williams 2013, Espinosa 2015) or
British bilinguals (D’Souza et al. 2020, Haman et al. 2017). As a result, despite the rich potential that bilingual
studies from Global South countries could offer to arrive at a more nuanced understanding of this bilingual
phenomenon, very few studies come from these contexts.

In the Philippines, even though studies focusing on learning English as a L2 are fairly common (Castillo et al.
2020, Lucas, Bernardo and Rojo-Laurilla 2016, Macayan et al. 2018a, 2018b, Quinto and Macayan 2019, 2020),
bilingual studies documenting the influence of L2 on L1 are few and far apart (Dita 2009, Lofranco et al. 2006,
Quinto and Velasco 2013, Ronquillo 2015). In this Southeast Asian nation of 104 million people a majority of
whom speak at least two languages, bilingual competence is preferred and viewed positively (Ledesma and Morris
2005), primarily for being a bilingual’s strategic advantage (Bautista 2004). Filipinos use both Tagalog and English
for wider communication and as languages in education. However, bilingual education remains contentious in the
Philippines because of its possible harm or gain on students’ language proficiency (Dita 2009). The debate in
bilingual acquisition, along with the lack of bilingualism studies focusing on Tagalog-English bilingual children,
warrants further investigation particularly on aspects of bilingual acquisition, which have not been previously
examined, such as vocabulary (Bainbridge 2020), grammar (Pecho 2018, Ronquillo 2015), and spelling
(Guimaraes and Parkins 2019).

This study aims to examine the influence of early L2 (English) exposure on L1 (Tagalog) proficiency among a
sample of Tagalog-English bilingual children in the Philippines. Specifically, it aims to answer the following
research questions:

1. Does early L2 exposure influence L1 proficiency?
2. How does early L2 exposure influence L1 proficiency levels of Tagalog-English bilingual children on the
following:
2.1 Tagalog vocabulary use;
2.2 Tagalog grammar; and
2.3 Tagalog spelling?

2. Conflicting Findings on the Influence of L2 Exposure on L1 Proficiency

In the research on bilingual language development, the conflicting assertions on the influence of L2 exposure
on L1 proficiency continue to be an ongoing discussion between researchers. The first view espouses that it is
unwise to introduce a second language to young children until they have attained proficiency in L1. If a second
language is introduced early, the child will be unable to master both. To put it simply, the first assertion believes
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that L2 exposure negatively influences L1 proficiency. For example, Polinsky (1995) states that when a child
learns a second language, the disproportionate amount of input from the two languages could delay the complete
acquisition of L1 grammar. Moreover, Chureson (2013) claims that L2 exposure impedes L1 by making it less
“pure”. The use of a L2 lead to situations where speakers could no longer communicate effectively in a single
language.

In contrast, the second assertion argues that a second language may be introduced early on and, in fact, assists
in building L1 proficiency as well as contributes to other language skills. Paradis and Kirova (2014) claimed that
there is no distinction between a bilingual and monolingual ability to generate rational discourse. Lofranco et al.
(2006) tested the capability of narration writing in English from Filipino-American children who spoke English
but were constantly exposed to the Filipino language at home and found that their work was comparable to
monolingual English-speaking children. In sum, the second assertion believes that L2 exposure has no negative
influences on L1 proficiency. Despite efforts to document the influence of L2 exposure on L1 proficiency, there
remains conflicting views about the phenomenon. As these two different points of views continue to stand in the
literature on bilingualism, a deeper and more nuanced understanding is needed to properly assess the influence of
L2 exposure on L1 proficiency in specific contexts and aspects of L1 acquisition.

Bilingual research in the context of the Philippines and studies involving Tagalog-English bilingual samples are
clearly underrepresented in bilingualism research. Nonetheless, there have been efforts among Filipino researchers
to explore this burgeoning area of bilingual research in the Philippines, where bilingualism is seen more as a
strategic advantage (Bautista 2005), rather than an impediment (Chureson 2013). Notably, Dita (2009), in her
detailed account on the metalinguistic awareness of Filipino bilingual children, explained that one focus of
bilingual research is the proficiency level of bilinguals in the two languages. She differentiated the capabilities of
52 partial and full Filipino bilinguals through three metalinguistic awareness tests in both English and Filipino.
The findings showed that full bilinguals significantly outscored the partial bilinguals, especially in the terms of
vocabulary. Another notable study is that of Ronquillo (2015) which tackled the interference of L2 exposure and
its effects on L1 word order and case acquisition of a child. In this study, a bilingual child described actions seen
in an image using Tagalog, and then another set using stimulus Tagalog sentences. Results of the low performance
led to the conclusion of a possible interference of L2 exposure in acquiring Tagalog word order. While studies
using Tagalog-English bilinguals as sample exist, the insufficient number means more work needs to be done in
this field. Through the present study, additional and important findings may be generated regarding Tagalog-
English bilingualism and enrich existing concepts and ideas regarding the bilingual phenomenon in the Philippines.

3. Method

3.1 Participants

The participants of the study are Filipino children aged 4 to 7, whose L1 is Tagalog and L2 English. Their
language ratio must not exceed 80-20%, greater than the 10% L2 allocation in Hoff et al. (2012). Language ration
was assessed using parent report (McKenzie 2010). The bilingual children were recruited from two primary grade
schools situated in two cities in the National Capital Region, Philippines. In order to fulfill the requirements in
considering a child a bilingual, the researchers used purposive or judgement sampling, which is a non-probability
sampling technique that has no set number of informants. It is simply a technique where the researchers set a quota
and set out to find individuals, in this case Tagalog-English bilingual children with a maximum 80% L1 (Tagalog)
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and minimum 20% L2 (English) language ratio, who can fill the quota, and provide information from their
empirical knowledge (Tongco 2007). To do this, the researchers asked for a parent estimate in a designed
demographic profile sheet. The researchers adapted parent report as their strategy for assessing language ratio
(McKenzie 2010), largely because of the pandemic-related restrictions that were in place in the country at the time
of this study. Nonetheless, through a process of elimination by analyzing the responses in the demographic profile
sheet, 100 Tagalog-English bilingual children were listed as final participants and were invited, through their
parents, to participate in the study. Permissions and informed consents on the level of the two participating schools
and the bilingual children’s parents were sought before any data collection procedure was conducted.

3.2 Data Collection

Three data collections tools were utilized in the present study: (1) a demographic profile sheet, (2) a language
exposure assessment tool, and (3) a Tagalog proficiency test on vocabulary, grammar, and spelling compiled into
a single module.

3.2.1 Demographic Profile Sheet

In order to assess the eligibility of the participants, establish communication with their parents, and identify
their school, the researchers created a demographic profile sheet that was distributed as a Google Form for parents
to fill up. In the form, parents were asked for their contact, school, and child’s information, this mostly being in
relation to the requirements, such as age, first language, and second language. They were also asked to provide
their email for the researchers to communicate with them about the data collection procedures.

3.2.2 Language Exposure Assessment Tool (LEAT)

The researchers used DeAnda et al.’s (2016) Language Exposure Assessment Tool (LEAT) to measure the L2
exposure of the children. It is a computerized interview-style assessment that calculates relative language exposure,
along with qualitative aspects of early language experience. Two tables are meant to be filled up. The first details
who sees the child on a regular basis as well as the languages they use. The second table is an extension of the
first, with four columns to fill up. Each row can be expanded to provide more detailed information. An example
of this can be seen in Figure 1.

O O O O
Tita (Mom Side) 0 89 Tagalog 1|English
0 89 O O O O O 2 Tagalog 4|English

O O O O
Lola (Mom Side) 0 89 Tagalog 1|English
0 89 O O O O O 2 Tagalog 4|English

Figure 1. Primary Input by Language and Person

The parents must provide an estimate on the number of hours in a day the child is exposed to each language,
what days does this happen, what is the first and second language of the person or situation that uses these
languages, and from what ages (in months) was the child exposed to them. Due to its complex nature, the
researchers are to fill up the LEAT after online interviews with the parents, which is also the only possible way to
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collect data due to pandemic-related restrictions at the time. The researchers themselves read the manual
thoroughly and trained themselves into collecting L2 exposure data using the tool by role playing the online
interviews. DeAnda et al. (2016) found that the LEAT demonstrated high levels of reliability and construct validity,
concluding that it is an efficient tool to be used for data collection.

3.2.3 Vocabulary Test

To measure Tagalog vocabulary proficiency, the researchers adopted the Tagalog version of the vocabulary test
used by Dita (2009), which was patterned after the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children — Revised (WISC-R).
The test aims to measure the children’s familiarity with different Tagalog words. The examination was further
modified by the researchers to ensure that it would be appropriate for younger bilingual children. The modified
version instructs the child to match the word to the correct picture. It is divided into easy and hard levels, with the
score system of 0 for incorrect, and 1 and 2 for a correct answer in the easy and hard levels, respectively. There
were 10 questions presented per level, totaling 20 items and a perfect score of 30.

3.2.4 Grammar Test

To measure grammar proficiency, the researchers adapted and modified tests used in one of the two primary
grade schools in this study. Two different grammar tests were provided; the first to observe their understanding of
pronouns, and the second on adjectives and subjects. Again, there are 10 items for each part with a score of 1 for
each correct answer, totaling to 20 items and an overall perfect score of 20. For the first test, the child is to underline
the pronoun out of the two options to make the sentence grammatical. For example, “Hanapin mo (sila, ka) sa
may kanto.” where the answer would be “sila . The second test provides 10 simple sentences that the child must
understand to answer a question that will test their knowledge on adjectives, nouns, and subjects of a Tagalog
sentence. For example, the child was given the sentence “Ang damit ay madumi”, together with the question, “Ano
ang madumi?”’. They would then have to answer “damit” as this is the subject that pertains to the adjective. As
these are standardized tests of an established primary grade school, the researchers can vouch for their reliability.

3.2.5 Spelling Test

To measure proficiency in Tagalog spelling, the researchers crafted their own spelling test. Similarly, the
spelling test consists of two different levels with 10 questions and a total score of 20. The first consists of 10 items
based on a test found in Samut-Samot, a website that provides free worksheets for Filipino kids developed by a
stay-at-home mom living in the Philippines (Samut-Samot 2021). In this test, the child is given an incomplete
word and three options to underline to correctly complete the word. They must then write the complete word in
the box next to the question. Figure 2 illustrates an example of the test’s questions.
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Halimbawa: Ma da (lap, gan, ten) maganda

1. Bi (log, lug, lod)

2. Kala (bos, baw, paw)

Figure 2. Sample items from the Spelling Test — Part 1

The second test is another 10-question spelling test to observe whether the child knows the spelling of simple
Tagalog words. They are provided three choices to choose from, one of which is the correct spelling, and two are
misspellings. The children must then underline what they think is the correct spelling. The questions were
presented in the manner shown in Figure 3.

tatlu tatlo tutlo
Figure 3. Sample items from the Spelling Test — Part 2

Due to the younger aged participants, parents have a choice of reading out the words to the children as a list of
the spelling words are provided in the last page. Also, due to the modifications, the researchers made certain that
the finalized tests for vocabulary, grammar, and spelling were validated by a professional Filipino language teacher.
Any recommendations and comments were then applied onto the test. With the lack of existing standard spelling
test in Tagalog, the researchers found the most suitable method was to craft their own based on existing
examinations online and administered in primary grade schools.

3.3 Data Analysis

The researchers used quantitative techniques to treat the multivariate data (Lattin, Carol and Green 2003). For
the first research question, the researchers examined the data using simple linear regression. It is defined as a
statistical method to study the directional relationship between two variables, one independent and the other
dependent. In relation to the study, the researchers analyzed the influence of early L2 exposure (regressor or
independent variable) and the totaled score for L1 proficiency (regressand or dependent variable). The second
research question extends the analysis by using the factors of L1 proficiency levels in this study, namely Tagalog
spelling, Tagalog vocabulary use, and Tagalog grammar as outcome variables. Thus, the researchers used multiple
linear regression, which is a type of inferential statistics that serves as an extension of simple linear regression and
demonstrates how dependent variables are influenced by one or more independent variables.
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4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Influence of L2 exposure on overall L1 proficiency

To determine the influence of L2 exposure on overall L1 proficiency, the researchers used the statistical method
of simple linear regression. Table 1 shows the regression results of L2 exposure as a predictor variable and L1
proficiency as outcome variable based on the sum of the scores for Tagalog vocabulary use, Tagalog grammar,
and Tagalog spelling tests.

Table 1. Regression Results on the Influence of the Dependent Variable, L2 Exposure, on the Dependent
Variable, Overall L1 Proficiency

Regression Summary for Dependent Variable: L1 Proficiency Score (Data-Gathering)

n=100 R =0.20 R?=0.04 Adjusted R*>=0.03 F(1, 98) =3.89
p Std.Err. of b Std.Err. of b 1(98) )4
Intercept 68.42 1.50 45.65 0.00
L2 Exposure (%) -0.20 0.10 -7.49 3.80 -1.97 0.051

The results indicated that L2 exposure does not predict overall L1 proficiency [F(1, 98) = 3.89; p = 0.051].
Conversely, the adjusted R? = 0.03 reveals that only around 3 percent of the time does L2 exposure predict L1
proficiency. An insignificant indirect relationship between L2 exposure and L1 proficiency, as seen in the negative
B value, was also observed.

Research on bilingual acquisition has historically revolved around whether early L2 exposure is harmful or
beneficial to bilingual children’s ongoing L1 development. The findings revealed that L2 exposure ultimately had
no influence on overall L1 proficiency, consistent with previous findings that that bilingualism is not a cause of
uncertainty and has no intrinsic negative effects on L1 development (Bassetti and Nicoladis 2016, Lofranco et al.
2006). Children at the early stages of bilingualism may experience some developmental delays compared to
children who only speak one. However, these detected delays are not long-term struggles, and bilinguals overall
do not lack in all regions of language acquisition.

4.2 Influence of L2 exposure on specific L1 proficiency measures
4.2.1 Influence on Tagalog vocabulary use

Tables 2 shows the results of the multiple regression analysis conducted with L2 exposure as the independent
variable and L1 vocabulary as one of the dependent variables.

Table 2. Regression Results on the Influence of L2 Exposure on Tagalog Vocabulary Use

Regression Summary for Dependent Variable: Vocabulary (30) (Data-Gathering)

n=100 R=0.22 R>=0.05 Adjusted R? = 0.04 F(1, 98) =5.04
s Std.Err. of B b Std.Err. of b t(98) P
Intercept 30.67 0.62 49.60 0.00
L2 Exposure (%) -0.22 0.098 -3.52 1.57 -2.24 0.027
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The results indicate that L2 exposure significantly predicts Tagalog vocabulary use (F(1, 98) =5.04; p =0.027).
However, the adjusted R?> = 0.04 shows that only an approximate 4 percent of the time does L2 exposure predict
L1 vocabulary, suggesting the existence of other factors besides L2 exposure for predicting Tagalog vocabulary
use. The negative value in the B also signifies the indirect relationship between L2 exposure and L1 vocabulary.

Before a child gains the ability to speak in coherent sentences, they are first taught simple vocabulary words in
the early stages of their life. Vocabulary is a central idea in language teaching. Without it, an individual will be
unable to express their ideas and fail to understand others. It is evident that vocabulary is an essential product of
the development of language and this ability, according to Bainbridge (2020), is often picked up in the languages
they are dominantly exposed to. The researchers therefore argue based on the findings that L1 vocabulary is
affected by exposure to a L2, interfering the acquisition and confusing children with L1 words they ought to
understand. In this study, it was found that the higher the L2 exposure, the lower were the L1 vocabulary scores
of the participants.

4.2.2 Influence on Tagalog grammar
Tables 3 shows the results of the multiple regression analysis conducted with L2 exposure as the independent
variable and L1 grammar as one of the dependent variables. Similarly, the regression results showed that as for

Tagalog grammar as the dependent variable, L2 exposure was a significant influence.

Table 3. Regression Results on the Influence of L2 Exposure on Tagalog Grammar

Regression Summary for Dependent Variable: Grammar (20) (Data-Gathering)

=100 R=0.27 R*=0.07 Adjusted R*> = 0.06 F(1, 98) =7.40
s Std.Err. of b Std.Err. of b 1(98) P
Intercept 19.84 0.49 40.72 0.00
L2 Exposure (%) -0.27 0.097 -3.36 1.24 -2.72 0.00

The results indicate that L2 exposure very significantly predicts Tagalog grammar (F(1, 98) = 7.40; p = 0.00).
However, the adjusted R? = 0.06 shows that only an approximate 6 percent of the time does L2 exposure predict
L1 grammar, suggesting the existence of other factors besides L2 exposure for predicting Tagalog grammar. As
with L1 vocabulary use, the negative f value points to an indirect relationship between L2 exposure and L1
grammar. Likewise, it was hypothesized that L2 exposure plays a significant role in the development of L1
grammar.

A child’s grammar abilities are often obtained through practice and school learnings. In terms of the
significance of L2 exposure, Ronquillo (2015) found that exposure to a second language interferes and affects the
acquisition of a child’s L1 grammar, especially since they are still developing their grammatical speech, along
with the different grammar rules in the Tagalog and English languages, such as the difference in verb-initial order
of the two languages, with the former strictly fixed at an SVO (Subject-Verb-Object) word structure and the latter
having VSO (Verb-Subject-Object). Pecho (2018) also noted that Tagalog lacks past, present, and future tenses,
compensating this with “aspects” to indicate whether an action is finished, ongoing, or about to happen. Thus, in
this study, the researchers found that L1 grammar is affected by exposure to a L2. The higher the L2 exposure, the
lower was L1 grammar proficiency of the participants.
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4.2.3 Influence on Tagalog spelling
Tables 4 shows the results of the multiple regression analysis conducted with L2 exposure as the independent
variable and L1 spelling as one of the dependent variables. Unlike with Tagalog vocabulary use and grammar, the

regression results showed that L2 exposure does not predict the L1 spelling proficiency of the participants

Table 4. Regression Results on the Influence of L2 Exposure on Tagalog Spelling

Regression Summary for Dependent Variable: Spelling (20) (Data-Gathering)

n=100 R=0.03 R?=0.00 Adjusted R? = ----- F(1,98)=0.09
p Std.Err. of b Std.Err. of b #(98) P
Intercept 17.91 0.81 22.14 0.00
L2 Exposure (%) -0.03 0.10 -0.61 2.05 -0.30 0.77

The results indicate that L2 exposure does not predict Tagalog spelling (F(1, 98) = 0.09; p=0.77). Additionally,
calculation of model fit accrued an error maybe because L2 exposure has almost no relation with L1 spelling at all
at least in this study.

Unlike Tagalog vocabulary use and Tagalog grammar, L2 exposure was found to be an insignificant variable
to the development of L1 spelling. Spelling is a more advanced task that children tackle as they get older. Often,
this is also influenced by non-verbal stimuli rather than verbal ones (Guimaraes and Parkins 2019). To learn
spelling, bilingual children must pay attention to print such as books, signs, and the various texts that surround
them. Bilingual children process these visual elements of written language as they grow up. L2 exposure in this
study was measured based on exposure from family, peers, and the community. It does not in any way include
forms of media and writing. Due to this, the researchers suspect that the L2 exposure was found to be insignificant
to L1 spelling development, because L2 exposure here was measured more predominantly oral, while spelling is
an activity mostly demonstrated and learned through written text.

5. Conclusion

Despite the rich potential for new information that bilingualism research can generate from bilingual countries
in the Global South, such as the Philippines, very few bilingualism studies come from these contexts. Hence, this
study attempted to address this gap by examining how exposure to a second language (L2) impacts proficiency on
the first (L1) among 100 Tagalog-English bilingual children aged 4 to 7 years in the Philippines. Findings showed
L2 exposure does not influence overall L1 proficiency scores. However, the researchers found that the independent
variable influenced Tagalog vocabulary use and Tagalog grammar, but not Tagalog spelling. Consistent with
claims made within the literature on bilingual acquisition, the researchers found that cumulative L2 exposure,
which pertains to oral exposure from relatives, peers, and the environment, can be damaging to Tagalog-English
bilingual children’s development of L1 vocabulary and grammar, but not spelling. Finally, on the matter whether
early L2 exposure is beneficial or harmful to L1 acquisition, the present study provides evidence from Tagalog-
English bilingual children that L2 exposure negatively impacts constituents of L1 proficiency. This study
demonstrated that such negative influence is manifested in specific L1 measures of skill, i.e., Tagalog vocabulary
use and Tagalog grammar, rather than a conflation of many different skills summed as an overall proficiency score.
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