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Part 1 

Why This Study Matters
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Global Evidence: Learning in 
Your Own Language Works

The Evidence is Strong
• Sustained L1-based instruction (until at least 

age 12) is among the most powerful drivers of 
academic achievement

• Children in L1-based programs also perform 
better in second languages — 
counterintuitive but well-documented

• Dual-language programs (L1 + L2 for 6+ years) 
consistently close achievement gaps where L2 
immersion fails

• Strong evidence from LMICs: effect sizes of 
0.3–0.5 standard deviations from L1-based 
instruction

+37 pts
South Africa: L1 vs L2 

learners (Moloi & Strauss, 
2005)

+32%
Mali: L1-bilingual vs 

French-only (Bühmann & 
Trudell, 2008)

1.1–1.4 SD
Cameroon: L1-MLE vs L2 
immersion (Laitin et al., 

2019)

+30%
Ethiopia: primary 

completion under L1 
models (Ramachandran, 

2012)

Yet in most low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs), evidence-based L1 models are rarely 

adopted at scale.
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The Philippines: A Century of Shifting Language Policy

1901

English-only
instruction adopted

1973

Bilingual Education
Policy (Filipino + English)

2009/2013

MTB-MLE introduced
(RA 10533: K–Grade 6)

2023

MATATAG Curriculum
(K–G3 L1 as LOI)

2024

RA 12027 passed:
MTB-MLE discontinued

(opt-in only)

Key context:
• The Philippines has over 185 local languages; Filipino is the national language, 

English is co-official
• Only 9% of schools met DepEd's "four minima" conditions for effective MTB-

MLE implementation
• RA 12027 (2024) now allows two tracks: L2 bilingual immersion (default) and an 

opt-in L1-based MLE track
• DO 20, s. 2025 sets Filipino and English as primary MOI from K–Grade 3 starting 

SY 2025–2026
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Part 2 

What We Studied – Research Questions & Methods
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LITES Study: Scope & Methodology

Five Research Questions

1. What classroom & teacher factors 
predict L1 and L2 literacy outcomes?

2. How do language sub-skills transfer 
within and across languages?

3. How politically prioritized is L1-based 
multilingual education?

4. How well was MTB-MLE policy 
designed and implemented 
nationally?

5. How is the policy appropriated at the 
school level?

Methods
• Mixed methods: qualitative + 

quantitative

• Interviews with national & local 
leaders

• Classroom observations

• Learner surveys & literacy 
assessments

• (1,200 learners, Grades 3–4)

• Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM)

• Structural equation modeling (SEM)

• Cross-country: 6 LMICs including PH
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Part 3 

What We Found – Key Findings Across Five Research Questions
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RQ1 — What Classroom Factors Predict 
Literacy Outcomes?

Grade 3: Higher L1 Oral 
Reading Fluency (ORF)

Classroom-level (stronger effect):

• Higher ratio of L1 textbooks
• L1 reading in-service teacher 

training

Student-level:

• Daily attendance
• Pre-primary schooling
• Gender (girls predicted 

higher outcomes)

Grade 4: Higher L2 Reading 
Comprehension

Classroom-level:
• Teacher used L1 as LOI in early grades
• Teacher believes L1 reading improves 

L2 outcomes
• Higher ratio of L2 textbooks
• More code-switching (higher rates → 

higher outcomes)

Student-level:

• Younger age
• Higher socio-economic status

Key insight: Teacher language beliefs and practices matter as much as materials.

10



RQ2 — How Do Literacy Skills Transfer 
Across Languages?

• Both language knowledge and decoding skills are essential for reading comprehension — the 
"Simple View of Reading" is confirmed across the sampled languages

• High cross-language correlations in decoding skills provide strong evidence of transfer: learning 
to read in L1 directly supports L2 decoding

• L2 language ability strongly predicts L2 decoding — children decode most easily when they 
understand the language they are reading in

• Receptive vocabulary in a language predicts oral reading fluency and non-word reading in that 
language — confirmed for English, Filipino, and Hiligaynon

• Sinugbuanong Binisaya (SB) showed a different pattern: receptive vocabulary did not predict 
non-word reading, suggesting the need for language-specific instructional attention

• Overall conclusion: L1 literacy instruction creates a foundation that accelerates L2 reading 
development — this is the core argument for L1-based MLE
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Cognitive / Academic Language 
Proficiency (CALP)

While surface 
vocabularies differ, the 
underlying cognitive 
architecture (decoding, 
phonemic awareness, 
concept formation) 
transfers efficiently.

DATA INSIGHT: 
Sustained L1 
learning alongside 
L2 exposure requires 
6-8 years for optimal 
academic mastery.

L1 Surface Features
(e.g., Hiligaynon, 
Sinugbuanong 
Binisaya)

L2 Surface 
Features
(e.g., English, 
Filipino)

Cognitive/Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) 
established in a child's first language forms the structural 
foundation necessary for rapid decoding and 
comprehension in secondary languages.

The Science of Cognitive Transfer and Linguistic Interdependence
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RQ3 — How Politically Prioritized is 
L1-Based Education?

Assessment: MTB-MLE is rated LOW PRIORITY on the national policy agenda

Factors that RAISED priority:

• Category creation — MTB-MLE 
became an established policy 
option

• Transnational influence — role of 
international organizations 
(USAID, UNICEF, etc.)

Factors that LOWERED priority:
• Perceived implementation difficulty

• Weak guiding institutions & advocacy 
community

• Lack of internal agreement on problem definition

• Weak external framing and public 
communication

• Absence of strong pilots/proofs of concept

• Competing education priorities

• Limited grassroots & civil society mobilization

Key insight: Political sustainability requires evidence-based advocacy, community mobilization, and 
proofs of concept — not just top-down policy.

13



RQ4 — How Well Was MTB-MLE Policy 
Implemented?

Five implementation dimensions were examined:

Partial
Teaching & Learning Materials 
(TLMs)

Progress in 19 languages; gaps in budget, logistics & 
coordination

Partial Teacher Training Good early start; unsustained over time; training design & 
relevance issues

Partial Language of Instruction Match Enabled by teacher assignment policies; weakened by 
linguistic diversity & monitoring gaps

Limited L1/L2 Instructional Time Balance Policy set the framework; gaps from weak monitoring & 
community sensitization

Weak
Implementing Organization 
Capacity

DepEd's limited staffing, MLE expertise, and 
planning/monitoring norms

Only 9% of schools met DepEd's four minima for effective MTB-MLE implementation.
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Logistical nightmares, rapid unpiloted scaling, and underfunded 
mandates overwhelm schools

English-bias in media frames L1 as an economic disadvantage. 
Poor PISA/TIMSS scores unfairly blamed entirely on MTB-MLE

Parents misunderstand the cognitive benefits of L1. Civil society 
mobilization remains confined to academics

Lack of “proof of concept” data leads to minimal budget allocation 
(0.01% for early literacy programs), resulting in passage of RA 12027

The Erosion of Political Will
The system-loop diagram illustrate how implementation challenges and negative 

external factors created a self-reinforcing cycle leading to policy reversal

1. 
Implementation 

Difficulty

2. Negative 
External 
Framing

3. Weak 
Grassroots 
Advocacy

4. Defunding 
& Policy 
Reversal
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RQ5 — How is Policy Appropriated at the 
School Level?

• In the Visayas sites, the L1-based MLE policy was generally adhered to with minor 
instances of appropriation in all 6 schools observed

• Strong L1 language match across all 6 schools enabled effective L1-based teaching 
before transition; however, dialect/variety mismatches in textbooks pushed some 
teachers away from the L1

• Materials mismatch: When the mandated LOI differed from available TLMs, teachers 
adapted the policy — often shifting toward more English use

• Inadequate pre-service training in MLE techniques is a key driver of policy appropriation 
at the classroom level

• Teachers and parents held varied attitudes toward MTB-MLE — ranging from strong 
support to sharp criticism — but evidence was insufficient to confirm that these 
attitudes directly changed classroom practice

• The gap between policy intent and classroom reality is largely a resource and training 
gap, not a values gap
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Part 4 

What It Means - Conclusions
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Conclusions: What the Evidence Tells Us
• The science is clear: L1-based multilingual education, when well-implemented, 

improves both L1 literacy and L2 acquisition. This is not in dispute. The policy 
changed. The cognitive science did not.

• The challenge is implementation, not concept. The Philippines' experience shows 
that even strong policy intent can be undermined by under-resourcing, weak 
teacher preparation, and poor monitoring.

• Political sustainability is fragile. MTB-MLE lost political ground not primarily 
because it failed, but because implementation challenges were not adequately 
addressed and the advocacy ecosystem was weak.

• The new two-track system (RA 12027) creates an opportunity — but only if the opt-
in MTB-MLE track is genuinely supported, not left to wither as a token option.

• Indigenous communities face the highest stakes. Constitutional provisions protect 
IP linguistic rights; the evidence strongly supports maintaining and deepening L1-
based education in IP contexts.

• Teachers are at the center. Language proficiency, beliefs, and pedagogical skills of 
teachers are the strongest predictors of learner outcomes — and the most under-
invested element of the system.
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Part 5 

What To Do – Recommendations 
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Short-Term Recommendations — 
Immediate Action

1. Convene Government, civil society, and development partners to 
harmonize action planning

2. Clarify operational guidance for the new L2 bilingual immersion track 
and the opt-in MTB-MLE track

3. Define school-level language mapping criteria and timelines clearly 
and transparently

4. Ensure IP communities and monolingual schools are not 
inadvertently excluded from the opt-in MTB-MLE pathway

5. Communicate the two-track system clearly to parents, teachers, and 
local governments — misunderstanding is a major implementation 
risk

NOW Support action planning for the transition to the new two-track system
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Medium-Term Recommendations – 
Bilingual (L2 Immersion) Track

1. Train teachers in MLE methods for second-language learners — 
including language-supportive pedagogy and pedagogical 
translanguaging

2. Explore continued opportunities to use L1 for foundational skill 
development even when not the main LOI (L1 literacy classes, remedial 
instruction, auxiliary support)

3. Strengthen early L2 exposure through investment in early childhood 
development programs and multilingual educational mass media

4. Build teacher understanding of the cognitive and academic language 
challenges faced by learners in L2 immersive environments

1-3 yrs For schools on the L2 bilingual immersion path:
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Medium-Term Recommendations – 
MTB-MLE Opt-In Track

1. Review MATATAG in light of RA 12027 and evidence-based trilingual models: ensure L1 use as LOI 
for adequate duration (ideally 6+ years) alongside L2/L3 exposure

2. Invest in L1-based MLE specifically for IP communities — build civil society and local government 
capacity to support effective LOI models

3. Support monolingual schools that opt in: study their effectiveness to build rigorous evidence of 
efficacy over time

4. Strengthen teacher training in MLE methods, including school-based CPD structures and 
capacity building in Teacher Education Institutions (TEIs)

5. Improve TLM development and supply chains — strengthen community-based language 
standardization, forecasting, and track-and-trace distribution systems

6. Encourage, fund, and study more evidence-aligned MLE approaches through implementation 
research and exploratory studies

1-3 yrs For schools opting into MTB-MLE:
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Long-Term Recommendations – 
Building the Evidence Base

1. Formally evaluate, continuously study, and iteratively refine both bilingual and 
MTB-MLE models using rigorous, longitudinal research designs and 
implementation research

2. Develop appropriate MLE models for complex sociolinguistic contexts — highly 
heterogeneous communities, small L1 communities, and urban multilingual 
settings — that fit within RA 12027 and meet community needs

3. Build DepEd's internal capacity for technical planning, program management, 
and M&E specific to multilingual education

4. Sustain investment in community-level sensitization and civil society engagement 
to create a resilient, locally-owned advocacy ecosystem for evidence-based LOI 
policy

3-10 yrs For the system as a whole:
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A language policy succeeds when 
it is evidence-based, 

implementation-ready, culturally 
grounded, and politically 

understandable.

For the Philippines, the report 
points toward improving - not 
abandoning - the conditions 

under which multilingual 
education can work.
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