
Lost in translation? The real 
score on mother tongue-

based education in the 
Philippines

Michael R.M. Abrigo, Katha Ma-i M. Estopace, 
Edmar E. Lingatong, Charlotte Marjorie L. Relos



This presentation is based on PIDS Discussion Paper Series 
No. 2025-41. Access thru: https://doi.org/10.62986/dp2025.41

https://doi.org/10.62986/dp2025.41


Two questions we wanted to answer in our study

Question 1

Is there a  welfare-theoretic implication of better language matching in 
schools? Is there an optimal language of instruction? (Check paper) 

Did Philippine MTB-MLE improve (or worsen) learning outcomes? 
(Today’s focus) 

Question 2



Message 1
Better matching of schools’ instructional languages and 

students’ mother tongues improves average learning 
outcomes. Minimizing school-based linguistic deprivation is 

approximately equivalent to maximizing average learning.



Message 2
Effective policies improve learning outcomes. These 

ultimately raise students’ continuation rates. When resources 
are fixed, these could lead to resource dilution in the near 

term, thereby attenuating potential gains.



A century of 
language in 
education 
policy
Over the past 120+ 
years, the Philippines 
have experimented 
with various LEP, 
shifting across mono-, 
bi-, and multi-lingual 
education across 
regimes



Previous evidence

Global impact

Strong positive
Mother tongue (MT) instruction 
improves L1 literacy and early-
grade comprehension
Thin evidence
Limited long-run evidence on 
whether L1 gains persist or 
transfer to L2 literacy
Countervailing forces
Positive returns to dominant 
language skills in labor markets

Local impact

Positive – small pilots
Lubuagan experiment (1999-
2003) and earlier pilots (as 
early as 1940s) showed clear 
learning gains from MT 
instruction
Negative – national rollout
Lloyd and Yang (2025), and 
Igarashi et al. (2024) find 
negative effects using rigorous 
designs. But both assess 
impact of language switching 
not matching.

Challenges

Wrong language choice
Schools often adopt languages 
unfamiliar to students due to 
various reasons.
Weak preparation
Shortage of materials and 
trained teachers were 
widespread.
Conflicting motivations
Nation-building goals, English 
proficiency concerns, and 
community preferences pulled 
schools in different directions.



What we did
We employed a multi-layered identification strategy leveraging phylogenetic distance and demographic shifts

Administrative and Census Data Linguistic distance Causal Identification

Shift-share instrument isolates 
exogenous variation in 
linguistic matching by 

combining pre-policy and 
contemporaneous province-

level language shares

Linguistic mismatch is measured as 
continuous phylogenetic distance 

using a graph-adapted Foster-
Greer-Thorbecke index

NAT/ELLNA (Learning 
outcomes & LOI)

BEIS (Enrollment & 
School resources)

CPH & DepEd Student 
Profiles (Student MT & 
Demographics)

Mother tongue

Language of 
instruction

Difference-in-differences 
(DID)

Instrumental Variable DID



Expanding LOI menu could improve linguistic inclusion
English is a desert, Tagalog is a big island, 19 Mother Tongues cover most of the Philippines



School-based 
linguistic 
mismatch is 
deprivation
We recast language mismatch in 
schools as a form of deprivation. 
Students with mother tongues 
that match school languages of 
instruction (LOI) are “non-poor”, 
belonging to a privileged class; 
while those with mismatches are 
“poor” or “deprived”, with the 
degree of deprivation depending 
on how “far” students’ mother 
tongues are from the LOI.

MTB-MLE lowers school-based 
linguistic deprivation, benefitting 
students from much of the 
country, especially beyond NCR. 



Language switching is 
not the same as 
linguistic matching
By and large, MTB-MLE has resulted in 
lower linguistic deprivation gaps within 
schools. But some schools have chosen 
suboptimal LOI, resulting in worse school-
based linguistic deprivation.

∆ Non-
switchers

X Good 
switchers

O Perverse 
switchers



Language 
switching does 
not necessarily 
lead to 
learning gains
We document positive effect 
in early years  of language 
shifting away from 
Tagalog/Filipino LOI but this 
has since dissipated or 
turned negative.

Filipino English Math



Filipino English Math

Language matching 
improves average 
learning outcomes
The impact across subjects are 
substantial, contributing as 
much as two years-worth of 
average learning gains in the 
Philippines** just by aligning 
language of instruction with 
students’ mother tongues.

**based on estimated ~1SD average 
learning gain per year in Abrigo, et al. 

(forthcoming)



School-based 
linguistic 
mismatch is tax 
on learning
Every unit of linguistic mismatch 
taxes learning at rates differing 
across subjects: Filipino (34.6%), 
English (46.5%), Math (56.7%). LOI 
choice under MTB-MLE has 
lessened linguistic mismatch tax 
on learning relative to bilingual LOI 
policy, especially outside NCR. But 
optimal LOI could have further 
minimized this tax.



Without school-based linguistic deprivation (mismatch), 
children would have been scoring higher than observed, 

attaining their full learning potential.



Language matching improves 
schooling survival
Affected cohorts in schools with improved linguistic matching 
under MTB-MLE (treated schools) are more likely to graduate 
from primary school compared with unaffected cohorts in the 
same school and with students in other schools.

Without MTB-MLE, students in treated schools would have 
been worse off compared with non-treated schools. But with 
MTB-MLE, affected students are 9-12% points more likely to 
reach Grade 6, overcoming previous disadvantage.



Effective policies may induce 
resource dilution
This could be a direct consequence of improved 
learning outcomes: students learn better → they stay 
in school longer → student population increases → 
without additional infusion, resource dilution 
happens. Such resource dilution may attenuate 
potential positive impacts of good policies.

Students per classroom Students per teacher



Key takeaways

Takeaway 1

Matching schools’ language of instruction with students’ mother 
tongues improves average learning. 

When resources are fixed, good policies could lead to resource 
dilution in the near term, which may attenuate potential gains.

Takeaway 2



What does this mean for policy?

1. MTB-MLE works to the extent that it improves linguistic matching in 
classrooms. The goal should be to minimize school-based linguistic 
deprivation. Switching LOI is a means to an end, not the goal. 

2. Successful programs require complementary resource 
expansion to address potential resource dilution.

3. Choosing one language creates winners and losers in a 
multilingual setting. Schools should explore multiple LOIs if resources permit. 

Three practical ideas to bring home today.
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