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ABSTRACT

The Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) program has been implemented
for more than ten years. While its benefits have been recognized, certain negative effects have
also been observed. This study focuses on assessing the implementation of MTB-MLE in the
Province of Benguet. It aims to identify both the positive and negative impacts of the program, as
well as the continuing challenges faced, particularly by teachers. The study is expected to
provide insights for concerned stakeholders on how the program may be further improved. A
descriptive qualitative research design was employed. The participants consisted of elementary
school teachers from various schools in Benguet Province. Data were gathered through
interviews and were analyzed using coding and thematization. Findings revealed that the use of
the mother tongue in teaching facilitated faster comprehension of lessons, encouraged active
participation among learners, and supported easier development of reading skills. However,
alongside these positive outcomes, certain negative effects were also identified. These include
hindrances in learning and using two languages, difficulties in understanding lessons at higher
grade levels, and a decline in students’ confidence in using the second language. The study also
highlighted persistent challenges among teachers, such as the lack of adequate teaching materials
and the differences between the students’ first language and that of the teachers. Thus, the
implementation of MTB-MLE demonstrates both strengths and weaknesses, with teachers
continuing to face significant challenges in its application. It is therefore recommended that
equal attention be given to addressing the program’s limitations and sustaining its benefits.
Moreover, training in the development of instructional materials suited to learners’ linguistic
backgrounds should be prioritized to enhance the effectiveness of MTB-MLE.
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INTRODUCTION

In education, language is the most essential tool for acquiring knowledge. Through
language, individuals are able to communicate and share what they have learned. Inside the
classroom, language serves as the teacher’s primary instrument in ensuring successful teaching
and learning, but it may also become a barrier to student learning (Tomas, 2022).

According to Mackey (1978), the idea of having different languages for school and home
began with European colonizers in the Americas. In the Philippine educational system, a foreign
language such as English has long been used as a medium of instruction (Launio, 2015).
Mulovhedzi et al. (2015) also pointed out that English as a second language may be used as a
medium of instruction due to its long-term benefits.

The use of a language that is understood by the majority is considered the most effective
tool for clearer communication and better understanding. It facilitates the learning process,
encourages relaxed and lively classroom discussions, allows for the free flow of ideas, and
increases student participation, thereby removing barriers to effective learning (Darupan et al.,
2024). In contrast, the use of an unfamiliar language often creates obstacles to education and
communication. Gallego and Zubiri argue that the most effective way to ensure successful
learning in school is to use the language understood by both teachers and students. In the
Philippines, both Tagalog and non-Tagalog learners frequently enter schools where the language
of instruction differs from their home language. For an effective learning environment, it is
important to provide students with a strong foundation in their first language, which can serve as
a bridge toward learning the second language and even a third language (Liwanag, 2010).

Republic Act 10533, also known as the Enhanced Basic Education Act, was established
to improve the Philippine basic education system by strengthening the curriculum and extending
the years of basic education from ten to twelve (DepEd Order 43, 2013; DepEd Order 21, 2019).
The implementation of Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) began in
June 2012 under Department Order No. 16, s. 2012, as part of the K—12 Basic Education
Program. In this program, the learners’ first language is used as the medium of instruction from
Kindergarten to Grade 3, except in the teaching of Filipino and English. The K—12 program
covers Kindergarten and twelve years of basic education and was designed to equip students with
sufficient knowledge and skills for higher education, employment, or entrepreneurship. MTB-
MLE strengthens the use of the learners’ home language in the early grades, allowing more
effective comprehension and learning (Rabuya, 2023).

Alongside the use of the mother tongue, English and Filipino are taught as separate
subjects beginning in Grade 1, with emphasis on oral fluency. These languages are gradually
introduced as additional media of instruction from Grades 4 to 6, and eventually become the
main languages of instruction in Junior High School (JHS) and Senior High School (SHS).
Historically, several laws related to the use of language in education have been passed. Article
X1V, Section 6 of the 1987 Philippine Constitution declares Filipino as the national language of
the country and mandates its promotion and maintenance as a medium of official communication
and as a language of instruction (Rabuya, 2023).

The Department of Education Order No. 74, series of 2009, emphasizes the principle that
learners should begin with the language they already know best. Developing the five macro-
skills in the familiar language ensures stronger foundations. The first language continues to be
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enriched while the vocabulary of the second language grows through communicative approaches.
Thus, the first language plays a crucial role in supporting second-language acquisition
(Broadway & Zamora, 2018).

Perez (2016), as cited by Bacalla (2019), noted that in selected Southeast Asian countries,
mother tongue is used both as a medium of instruction and as a primary subject in the elementary
level, aiming to strengthen linguistic and socio-cultural awareness. These countries believe that
the mother tongue serves as a vehicle for learning additional languages. The implementation of
MTB-MLE is supported by policy, inter-agency partnerships, and continuous monitoring and
evaluation. However, challenges remain, including inadequate teacher training, insufficient
instructional materials, and lack of community support. Alicias (2015) criticized the MTB-MLE
program, particularly the use of the mother tongue in teaching Science and Mathematics, arguing
that it may hinder students’ competence and deprive them of the benefits of learning English
earlier.

Statement of the problem

Given these issues, several studies have attempted to examine the implementation of
MTB-MLE. However, most of these studies have focused primarily on the process of
implementation rather than its direct effects on student learning. It is equally important to
understand the impact of using the mother tongue from the learners’ perspective, in order to
improve implementation and strengthen language policy

METHODOLOGY

The present study employed a qualitative approach with a descriptive design in order to
examine and describe the effects of using the Mother Tongue as a medium of instruction on the
learning experiences of students. This design was deemed appropriate because it allowed the
researcher to capture detailed insights into the participants’ perspectives, focusing on the lived
experiences of learners who had been directly exposed to the Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual
Education (MTB-MLE) program.

The participants of the study were students enrolled in the College of Arts and
Humanities who had graduated from various schools across the Province of Benguet. These
individuals were specifically chosen because they were products of the MTB-MLE program and
had prior classroom experiences where the mother tongue served as the medium of instruction.
Their backgrounds provided a valuable basis for exploring how the use of the first language
influenced their comprehension, participation, and overall learning outcomes.

To collect data, the study utilized two primary instruments: a questionnaire and an
interview guide. These tools were carefully designed to elicit comprehensive responses regarding
the participants’ experiences and perceptions of MTB-MLE. Before conducting the actual
interviews, the researcher sought formal permission from the Dean of the College of Arts and
Humanities to ensure institutional approval. Ethical considerations were also observed by
securing informed consent from all participants, ensuring that their voluntary participation and
confidentiality were respected throughout the process.
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During the data gathering stage, interviews were conducted, and the participants’
responses were recorded and documented for analysis. After collecting the necessary
information, the researcher employed coding to identify recurring ideas and patterns, which were
then organized into themes through thematization. To strengthen the credibility and accuracy of
the findings, informal follow-up interviews were conducted with selected participants to clarify
and validate their initial responses. This rigorous process of data treatment ensured that the
results reflected the genuine experiences and insights of the participants, thereby contributing to
a deeper understanding of the implications of MTB-MLE in the educational context of Benguet.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Benefits of the use of mother tongue

Based on the participants’ responses, several benefits were identified regarding the use of
the learners’ first language as a medium of instruction, particularly in enhancing comprehension
of lessons. Teachers often face challenges in explaining concepts and instructions in ways that
students can easily understand, and comprehension is recognized as a central goal of education.
In situations where students encounter difficulties, the use of their first language (L1) can serve
as an effective tool to facilitate the learning process. Many of the participants shared that they
found it much easier to grasp concepts when these were explained in their mother tongue. For
instance, some students noted that they better understood discussions and learned more quickly
because explanations were clearer and concepts became easier to understand. These findings
affirm the observations of Gorgonio (2012), who emphasized that language is a key factor in
academic success across different subjects. Similarly, Launio (2015) underscored the importance
of explaining lessons in the learners’ language, especially when comprehension becomes an
issue. Research by Tan (2023) further supports this conclusion, showing that clear explanations
combined with interactive strategies significantly improve students’ understanding.

The use of the mother tongue also encouraged active participation among students in
classroom discussions. Active engagement is a vital component of effective learning, and
students’ willingness to contribute is closely tied to the language of instruction. When learners
are taught in a familiar language, they feel more comfortable sharing their ideas and engaging in
activities. Several participants expressed that they were more active and confident in discussions
when the first language was used, as it made it easier for them to articulate their thoughts and
opinions. This supports the findings of Garcia (2009), who asserted that the use of the first
language boosts students’ confidence in communication, making them more willing to take part
in classroom interactions.

Another important observation was that the use of the mother tongue fostered the
development of critical thinking skills. Critical thinking, defined as the ability to analyze,
evaluate, and synthesize information, is an essential component of academic success. Participants
indicated that it was easier for them to think through concepts and formulate their own opinions
when taught in their first language. For example, some students explained that using the mother
tongue in teaching made it easier for them to reflect on the topics being discussed. This finding
resonates with Reyes (2021), who emphasized that critical thinking is enhanced when students
are able to process lessons in a language they fully understand. In this way, reducing linguistic

4063



PANTAO
The International Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences
Volume 4, Issue 3
ISSN 3028-0877 | doi 10.69651/2022PIJHSS

barriers through the mother tongue enables students to engage in higher-order thinking and
reflection.

Moreover, the findings revealed that the use of the mother tongue enhanced students’
communicative competence and self-confidence. Several students admitted that they felt less
anxious about making mistakes when speaking in their first language, which in turn encouraged
them to participate more actively in class. One student explained that they were not afraid to
speak because they did not have to worry about choosing the right words, while others said they
were more comfortable and expressive in discussions. This is consistent with Garcia (2020), who
found that learning in the first language fosters comfort in generating ideas and expressing
oneself, leading to stronger classroom interaction. Constantino (2014) also noted that using the
mother tongue improves literacy, creativity, and self-confidence by removing barriers that might
prevent students from participating.

Drawbacks

Despite these positive outcomes, the study also revealed several drawbacks in the use of
the mother tongue in instruction. One of the most significant concerns raised by the participants
was the difficulty they experienced when transitioning to Filipino and English, especially in
higher grade levels where these languages become the primary media of instruction. Some
students admitted that they struggled to communicate in Filipino or English because they had
become accustomed to the mother tongue. This observation supports the findings of Gallego and
Zubiri (2011), who argued that using a language unfamiliar to students can impede education and
communication. Hunahunan (2019) also observed that while students responded positively to
MTB-MLE, the policy raised concerns about a possible decline in English proficiency. Similarly,
Alicias (2015) criticized the use of the mother tongue in Science and Mathematics, contending
that it delays exposure to English and potentially undermines students’ competence in technical
subjects.

In response to these issues, Fortunato (2012) recommended the adoption of a bilingual
approach to instruction, arguing that teaching should incorporate both the mother tongue and a
second language. Such an approach would allow students to build strong foundations in their
first language while simultaneously developing proficiency in English and Filipino, which are
crucial for higher education and professional advancement.

Taken together, the findings of the study demonstrate that the use of the mother tongue in
education yields significant benefits in terms of comprehension, participation, critical thinking,
and confidence. At the same time, however, it presents challenges in language transition and
long-term proficiency in Filipino and English. These results underscore the importance of
adopting a more balanced approach to the implementation of MTB-MLE—one that leverages the
strengths of the mother tongue while mitigating its limitations. In doing so, educators and
policymakers can develop strategies that integrate multilingual learning, ensuring that students
thrive not only in their first language but also acquire the skills necessary to succeed in a
multilingual academic and professional environment.

CONCLUSION
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The findings of this study demonstrate that the use of the mother tongue as a medium of
instruction plays a significant role in supporting student learning. It enhances comprehension,
fosters active participation in classroom discussions, and builds students’ confidence in
expressing themselves. By reducing linguistic barriers, the mother tongue allows learners to
engage more meaningfully with lessons and contributes to their overall academic development.
These outcomes affirm that the use of the first language provides a strong foundation for learning
during the early years of education.

However, the study also revealed that reliance on the mother tongue presents certain
challenges, particularly in the acquisition and development of second languages such as Filipino
and English. Since these languages serve as the primary media of instruction in higher levels of
education and are essential for broader communication, limited proficiency in them may hinder
students’ academic progression and future opportunities. This underscores the complexity of
implementing mother tongue-based instruction, as it simultaneously strengthens learning in one
domain while potentially limiting growth in another.

In light of these findings, it is necessary to strike a balance in the use of the first and
second languages within the instructional process. Giving equal attention to both allows learners
to build on the advantages of mother tongue instruction while ensuring adequate exposure to
Filipino and English. Such an approach prepares students not only to excel in their immediate
learning contexts but also to adapt successfully to the linguistic demands of higher education,
professional environments, and diverse social interactions. By integrating the strengths of both
the mother tongue and second languages, educators and policymakers can create a more holistic
and sustainable framework for multilingual education.
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