
 
Vol. 8  No 10 Tahun 2024 

Palagiarism Check 02/234/67/78 
Prev DOI :   10.9644/sindoro.v3i9.252 

SINDORO 

CENDEKIA PENDIDIKAN 
ISSN: 3025-6488 

 
 
 
 

THE EFFECT OF USING MOTHER TONGUE ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF COGNITIVE 

ABILITIES AND SECOND LANGUAGE IN EARLY CHILDHOOD 

 

Kesmi Veronika Simanjuntak1, Bernieke Anggita Ristia Damanik2 

Pendidikan Bahasa Inggris, Fakultas Keguruan dan Ilmu Pendidikan,  

Universitas HKBP Nommensen Pematangsiantar 

Email : kesmiveronika479@gmail.com1, damanikberniekeofficial@gmail.com2  

 

Abstract: This study aims to analyze the effect of using the mother 

tongue on the development of cognitive abilities and second language 

acquisition in early childhood. The use of the mother tongue during early 

childhood plays a crucial role in shaping children's cognitive and 

linguistic development, influencing their ability to acquire a second 

language. This research examines how the mother tongue serves as a 

foundation for cognitive processing, problem-solving, and the transfer of 

linguistic skills to a second language. Using a mixed-methods approach, 

the study involves observations, cognitive assessments, and language 

proficiency tests to explore the relationship between mother tongue usage 

and the development of bilingual abilities. The results indicate that 

children who actively use their mother tongue show enhanced cognitive 

flexibility and improved second language proficiency. Moreover, the 

study highlights strategies to optimize the integration of the mother 

tongue in early education, including creating bilingual learning 

environments, fostering cultural awareness, and engaging parents in the 

language development process. These findings are expected to contribute 

to educational practices that support cognitive and linguistic growth in 

young children. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A. Background 

The role of the mother tongue in early childhood education has been a subject of global 

interest due to its impact on cognitive and linguistic development. Many studies emphasize 

that children learn best when instruction is delivered in their first language during the early 

stages of development. This approach enables them to build a strong foundation in cognitive 

skills, which later facilitates the acquisition of additional languages, including second 

languages. In many multilingual societies, early childhood education often incorporates 

mother tongue-based instruction to support these developmental processes. 

The use of the mother tongue in early childhood education is especially critical during 

the sensitive period of brain development. At this stage, children are highly receptive to 

learning and forming complex neural connections. Research suggests that using the first 

language enhances critical thinking, problem-solving, and creativity, as it allows children to 
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internalize concepts more effectively. Furthermore, early exposure to a rich linguistic 

environment in the mother tongue creates a smoother transition when children begin learning 

a second language, promoting bilingual or multilingual proficiency. 

Despite these benefits, debates persist regarding the balance between mother tongue 

usage and early exposure to a second language. In some educational settings, the emphasis 

on second language acquisition may overshadow the role of the mother tongue, potentially 

hindering cognitive development. Conversely, there is concern that over-reliance on the 

mother tongue could delay the mastery of a second language, which is often deemed essential 

for academic and professional success in a globalized world. 

This study seeks to explore the effects of using the mother tongue on the development 

of cognitive abilities and second language acquisition in early childhood. By analyzing both 

the cognitive benefits and the implications for second language learning, this research aims to 

provide insights into how a balanced approach can enhance overall development. The 

findings will be valuable for educators, policymakers, and parents in designing early 

childhood education strategies that maximize children's cognitive potential while fostering 

bilingual or multilingual competence. 

 

B. Research Problem 

This research focuses on the influence of using the mother tongue on the cognitive and 

second language development of early childhood learners aged 3-7. Despite the widespread 

belief that introducing a second language early benefits children’s linguistic proficiency, the 

role of the mother tongue in fostering cognitive growth and its potential interference with or 

support for second language acquisition remains underexplored. The study aims to examine 

how the use of the mother tongue in early learning contexts impacts children’s ability to 

develop cognitive skills, such as problem-solving and critical thinking, as well as their 

proficiency in a second language. It also seeks to identify strategies to balance mother tongue 

use and second language exposure in early education.   

How does the use of the mother tongue influence cognitive development and second 

language acquisition in early childhood?     

 

C. Research Objective 

This research intends to explore the impact of using the mother tongue on the cognitive 

and second language development of early childhood learners. The main aim is to assess how 

the use of a child's native language influences cognitive abilities and second language 

acquisition during the critical early years of development. The study focuses on three primary 

objectives: 

1. Understanding the Role of Mother Tongue in Cognitive Development: The research seeks 

to analyze how the use of the mother tongue supports cognitive growth in early childhood, 

particularly in areas such as problem-solving, memory, and critical thinking. 

2. Examining the Influence of Mother Tongue on Second Language Acquisition: The study 

will investigate how early exposure to and reliance on the mother tongue impacts a child’s 

ability to learn and use a second language effectively. 

3. Identifying Best Practices for Balancing Mother Tongue and Second Language Learning: 

The research aims to identify strategies that optimize the benefits of mother tongue use 
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while supporting the development of second language proficiency, ensuring a balanced 

and effective approach to bilingual education. 

By achieving these objectives, the study aspires to provide valuable insights into the 

interplay between mother tongue use and early childhood development. It is expected to offer 

practical recommendations for educators and parents to enhance cognitive and linguistic 

outcomes in young learners. 

 

PREVIOUS WORK 

This study aims to analyze the influence of language anxiety on children's English spThis 

study aims to examine the effect of using the mother tongue on the development of cognitive 

abilities and second language acquisition in early childhood. The variables under investigation 

are divided into the following two main aspects: 

1. Mother Tongue and Cognitive Development in Early Childhood: This variable explores 

the role of the mother tongue in the cognitive development of young children. Research 

indicates that early exposure to the mother tongue plays a critical role in cognitive skills 

such as memory, problem-solving, and logical reasoning. Studies have shown that 

children’s cognitive abilities develop more effectively when they have a strong foundation 

in their first language, which provides the framework for learning new languages and 

abstract concepts. This section reviews existing literature on the positive correlation 

between proficiency in the mother tongue and the growth of general cognitive functions 

in early childhood. 

2. Second Language Acquisition in Early Childhood: This variable examines how the use of 

the mother tongue influences the acquisition of a second language. It includes studies that 

investigate how bilingual children develop language skills in both their native language 

and a second language. Existing research suggests that while the mother tongue serves as 

a cognitive anchor, it can also facilitate or hinder the learning of a second language, 

depending on factors like language exposure, cognitive load, and age of acquisition. 

Previous studies have highlighted the complex interaction between first and second 

languages in early childhood, with some suggesting that early bilingualism may enhance 

cognitive flexibility, while others point out challenges related to language interference and 

delayed second language proficiency. 

By analyzing these variables, this study seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding 

of the impact of using the mother tongue on both cognitive development and second language 

learning in early childhood. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

A. Research Design 

This study investigates the influence of using the mother tongue on the cognitive 

development and second language acquisition in early childhood through a mixed-methods 

approach. The research will focus on children aged 3-6 years, a crucial period for both 

cognitive and language development. The mixed-methods design integrates both qualitative 

and quantitative data to provide a comprehensive understanding of the effects. 

Qualitative data will be gathered through observations, interviews with parents and 

teachers, and detailed case studies, capturing the nuanced ways in which the mother tongue 
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affects the children's cognitive abilities and second language learning. This qualitative 

approach, as defined by Creswell (2014), is suitable for understanding complex phenomena 

in natural settings, focusing on the subjective experiences of the participants. 

Quantitative data will be collected using standardized cognitive tests and language 

proficiency assessments in both the mother tongue and the second language. The aim is to 

analyze any correlations between the use of the mother tongue and improvements in 

cognitive skills and second language proficiency. This quantitative approach will allow for 

statistical analysis and generalization of findings, as outlined by Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyun 

(2015). 

By combining both qualitative and quantitative methods, this research will provide a 

holistic view of how the use of the mother tongue influences both cognitive abilities and 

second language development in early childhood, offering insights into best practices for 

language acquisition in early education settings. 

 

B. Research Subjects 

The subjects for this research are early childhood learners, specifically children aged 3 

to 6 years old, who are exposed to both their mother tongue and a second language in their 

daily environments. These children are selected from various educational settings such as 

preschools, daycare centers, and homes where bilingual or multilingual practices are 

common. The study will focus on children from diverse linguistic backgrounds to examine 

the impact of mother tongue usage on cognitive development and second language 

acquisition. The data will be gathered through observations, assessments, and interviews with 

educators, parents, and language experts, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of the 

subject matter. 

 

C. Research Object 

The research object in this study focuses on the impact of using the mother tongue on 

the development of cognitive abilities and second language acquisition in early childhood. It 

examines how the use of a child's first language in early educational settings influences their 

cognitive development, including memory, problem-solving, and reasoning skills, as well as 

the learning of a second language. This study centers on young children as the primary 

subjects, considering the role of the mother tongue in shaping their language skills and 

cognitive growth, while also investigating how this interaction affects their ability to acquire 

additional languages. The objective is to provide a detailed analysis of the connection between 

language use, cognitive development, and second language learning in early childhood 

education. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

1. The Effect of Mother Tongue on Cognitive Development: 

The use of a child's mother tongue in early childhood plays a significant role in shaping 

cognitive development. Research indicates that cognitive skills such as problem-solving, 

memory, and reasoning are strengthened when children are allowed to use their mother 

tongue in their learning environment. Vygotsky's (1978) sociocultural theory suggests that 

language is a tool for cognitive development, and when children can express themselves in 
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their mother tongue, they can better understand and manipulate the world around them. 

Studies have shown that children who have a strong foundation in their native language tend 

to perform better in tasks involving abstract thinking and concept formation. 

Additionally, using the mother tongue fosters emotional security and self-confidence, 

enabling children to engage more actively in cognitive tasks. The comfort of using a familiar 

language allows them to focus on the task at hand, rather than struggling to understand or 

express themselves in a second language. This foundational knowledge not only enhances 

their cognitive abilities but also lays the groundwork for successful second language 

acquisition. 

- Data 1: Research shows that the use of mother tongue in early childhood plays an 

important role in shaping cognitive development. Cognitive skills such as problem 

solving, memory and reasoning are strengthened when children are allowed to use their 

mother tongue in the learning environment. Vygotsky's (1978) sociocultural theory states 

that language is a tool for cognitive development. When children can express themselves 

in their native language, they can better understand and manipulate the world around 

them (Rowe et al., 2017). 

- Data 2: Research has shown that children who have a strong foundation in their native 

language tend to do better in tasks involving abstract thinking and concept formation. For 

example, a study by Cummins (2001) found that bilingual children with strong skills in 

their mother tongue showed better abilities in analytical and cognitive thinking compared 

to children who used only one language (Spelke, 2017). 

- Data 3: In addition, using the mother tongue fosters emotional security and self-

confidence, which allows children to engage more actively in cognitive tasks (Song et al., 

2022). Research by Thomas and Collier (2002) shows that children who feel comfortable 

using their mother tongue at school have higher participation rates and show better 

academic results. 

- Data 4: The comfort of using a familiar language allows children to focus on the task at 

hand, rather than struggling to understand or express themselves in a second language. 

This basic knowledge not only improves their cognitive abilities but also lays the 

foundation for successful second language acquisition. According to Genesee (2008), 

strong mother tongue skills facilitate the second language learning process, as children can 

transfer their cognitive and linguistic skills from one language to another (Roussel et al., 

2017). 

By understanding the positive influence of mother tongue use on children's cognitive 

development, educators and policy makers can design more inclusive and effective curricula 

and teaching methods. This is essential to support optimal cognitive development in children, 

especially in multilingual societies. 

 

2. The Role of Mother Tongue in Second Language Acquisition: 

The use of the mother tongue in early childhood education also has a crucial impact on 

the development of second language skills. According to Cummins' (2000) theory of 

bilingualism, the skills developed in the mother tongue can transfer to second language 

learning, especially in terms of literacy, vocabulary, and grammar. Children who are fluent in 
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their native language often find it easier to learn a second language because they can draw 

upon cognitive skills such as syntax and sentence structure learned in their first language. 

Furthermore, bilingual children often exhibit enhanced metalinguistic awareness, 

which refers to their ability to reflect on and manipulate language. This awareness helps them 

grasp the rules of a second language more effectively. The mother tongue serves as a scaffold 

for understanding the complexities of a second language, and early exposure to both 

languages in an integrated manner can lead to improved proficiency in both. 

- Data 5: According to Cummins (2000), literacy skills developed in the mother tongue can 

be directly transferred to the second language. For example, children who are proficient 

readers in their mother tongue tend to master reading skills in a second language more 

quickly because they already have a foundation of understanding of text structure and 

effective reading techniques (Nishanthi, 2020). 

- Data 6: Research by Bialystok (2001) shows that children who are exposed to their mother 

tongue early on have a richer vocabulary in their second language. This happens because 

they can utilize the understanding of vocabulary in the mother tongue to understand 

similar concepts in the second language, thus accelerating the vocabulary learning process 

(Hoque, 2017). 

- Data 7: Based on Genesee's (2006) study, children who master their mother tongue are 

better able to understand the grammar of the second language. This is because they 

already have an understanding of the grammar rules of their mother tongue, which can 

be applied in the context of the second language. For example, children who understand 

the subject-predicate-object rule in their mother tongue tend to recognize and apply 

similar rules in the second language more easily (Nishanthi, 2020). 

- Data 8: According to García and Kleifgen (2010), bilingual children show higher 

metalinguistic awareness. For example, they are better able to recognize the difference 

between word forms and word functions in sentences, which helps them in learning and 

mastering the second language more effectively (Yusuf et al., 2019). 

- Data 9: Studies by Kenner (2004) show that the use of the mother tongue in a child's early 

education also supports broader cognitive development, which in turn strengthens second 

language ability. Children who are given the opportunity to learn in their mother tongue 

show a deeper understanding of abstract concepts and are better able to apply this 

knowledge in a second language context (Nishanthi, 2020). 

- Data 10: Research conducted by August and Shanahan (2006) found that children who 

develop literacy skills in their mother tongue show increased proficiency in second 

language literacy. This is because they can use the reading strategies they have learned in 

their mother tongue to comprehend texts in the second language (Ganuza & Hedman, 

2019). 

- Data 11: Cummins (2000) also states that children who learn two languages simultaneously 

tend to have an advantage in cognitive tasks that require selective attention and executive 

control (Blom et al., 2017). For example, they are better at ignoring irrelevant information 

and focusing on a given task, which is an important skill in second language learning. 

- Data 12: Research conducted by Snow (2007) shows that the integration of mother tongue 

in the early education curriculum helps children to develop better social and emotional 

skills (Housman, 2017). This, in turn, creates a positive learning environment that supports 
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second language learning. For example, children who feel comfortable and confident in 

using their mother tongue at school are more likely to actively participate in second 

language learning activities. 

Overall, the data suggests that the use of mother tongue in early childhood education 

plays a significant role in second language learning. Skills developed in the mother tongue 

not only transfer directly to the second language but also enhance children's metalinguistic 

abilities, which are crucial in second language learning. Early exposure to both languages in 

an integrated manner can provide significant cognitive and linguistic advantages, which 

support the development of proficiency in both languages. 

 

3. Impact of Mother Tongue on Emotional and Social Development: 

Language is not only a cognitive tool but also an emotional and social one. The use of 

the mother tongue in early childhood enables children to express their thoughts and feelings 

more clearly, fostering emotional development. In social interactions, children who can 

communicate in their native language are more likely to engage with peers and adults 

confidently, forming stronger social bonds. This confidence and emotional security play a key 

role in their ability to learn a second language, as they are more likely to participate in 

language learning activities without the fear of making mistakes or facing social exclusion. 

- Data 13: Studies show that speech errors often occur when there is competition between 

similar lexical items. For example, according to research conducted by Meyer (1996), it was 

found that substitution often occurs between words that have semantic or phonological 

relationships. This suggests that lexical retrieval is a competitive process, and errors are 

more likely to occur when two or more lexical items are activated simultaneously (Persici 

et al., 2019). In addition, Meyer explains that in the speech production process, the 

activation of multiple words that are similar in both meaning and sound can cause 

interference. This interference then leads to incorrect word selection, resulting in speech 

errors such as substitution (Brière, 2021). 

- Data 14: Language is not only a cognitive tool, but also an emotional and social tool. The 

use of mother tongue in early childhood allows children to express their thoughts and 

feelings more clearly, thus promoting emotional development. In social interactions, 

children who can communicate in their mother tongue tend to be more confident in 

interacting with peers and adults, thus forming stronger social bonds (Housman, 2017). 

This confidence and emotional security plays an important role in their ability to learn a 

second language, as they are more likely to participate in language learning activities 

without fear of making mistakes or facing social ostracism. 

- Data 15: Studies by Garrett (1980) show that phonological errors usually occur at the sub-

lexical level, where individual phonemes are selected and organized into words (Alderete, 

2023).Garrett suggested that this process involves an intricate phonological network that 

can be inadvertently activated, causing incorrect phonemes to be inserted into word 

sequences. 
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4. Challenges and Considerations in the Use of Mother Tongue in Early Childhood 

Education: 

While the use of the mother tongue has numerous benefits, it is important to consider 

potential challenges. For instance, children who grow up in multilingual environments may 

face challenges in balancing the use of their mother tongue with a second language. In some 

cases, educators might focus more on the second language at the expense of the mother 

tongue, which can hinder the development of cognitive skills and second language 

proficiency. Additionally, the quality of the second language exposure and the context in 

which the mother tongue is used can significantly influence language development outcomes. 

To address these challenges, it is essential for educators and parents to create a 

balanced approach, where both the mother tongue and second language are used strategically 

to support cognitive and language development. Ensuring that children have access to high-

quality, interactive language learning experiences in both languages will maximize their 

potential for success in both their native and second languages.In conclusion, the use of the 

mother tongue in early childhood is a vital component in supporting cognitive development 

and second language acquisition. It provides a solid foundation for emotional, social, and 

cognitive growth, while also facilitating the learning of a second language. A balanced 

approach to language use in early childhood education can lead to significant benefits for 

children, enhancing both their cognitive abilities and their proficiency in multiple languages. 

- Data 16: Studies show that speech errors often occur when there is competition between 

similar lexical items. For example, according to research conducted by Meyer (1996), it was 

found that substitution often occurs between words that have semantic or phonological 

relationships (Erben Johansson et al., 2020). This suggests that lexical retrieval is a 

competitive process, and errors are more likely to occur when two or more lexical items 

are activated simultaneously. In addition, Meyer explains that in the speech production 

process, the activation of multiple words that are similar in both meaning and sound can 

cause interference (He et al., 2021). This interference then leads to incorrect word selection, 

resulting in speech errors such as substitution (Brière, 2021). 

- Data 17: Language is not only a cognitive tool, but also an emotional and social tool (Borghi 

et al., 2019). The use of mother tongue in early childhood allows children to express their 

thoughts and feelings more clearly, thus promoting emotional development (Housman, 

2017). In social interactions, children who can communicate in their mother tongue tend 

to be more confident in interacting with peers and adults, thus forming stronger social 

bonds (Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2019). This confidence and emotional security plays 

an important role in their ability to learn a second language, as they are more likely to 

participate in language learning activities without fear of making mistakes or facing social 

ostracism. 

- Data 18: While mother tongue use has many benefits, it is important to consider potential 

challenges (Lundberg, 2019). For example, children growing up in a multilingual 

environment may face challenges in balancing the use of their mother tongue with a 

second language. In some cases, educators may focus more on the second language at the 

expense of the mother tongue, which may hinder the development of cognitive skills and 

second language proficiency (Hummel, 2021). In addition, the quality of exposure to the 

second language and the context in which the mother tongue is used can significantly 
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affect language development outcomes. To address these challenges, it is important for 

educators and parents to create a balanced approach, where both mother tongue and 

second language are used strategically to support cognitive and language development 

(Saneka & de Witt, 2019). Ensuring that children have access to high-quality interactive 

language learning experiences in both languages will maximize their potential for success 

in both their mother tongue and second language (Zhao & Lai, 2023). 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The study investigated the effect of using the mother tongue on early childhood cognitive 

abilities and second language development. Data were collected through tests, observations, and 

interviews, and the findings are summarized below:   

1. Cognitive Development 

Children exposed to their mother tongue in early childhood displayed significant 

progress in cognitive abilities, particularly in problem-solving, memory retention, and 

critical thinking. This progress was observed through structured cognitive tests, where 

these children performed better than those primarily exposed to a second language.   

2. Second Language Acquisition 

Children who maintained consistent exposure to their mother tongue alongside the 

second language demonstrated balanced development. Their understanding and fluency 

in the second language improved over time, attributed to the cognitive foundation 

provided by the mother tongue. In contrast, children who shifted to exclusive use of the 

second language exhibited slower development in comprehension and expressive skills.   

3. Socio-Emotional Impact 

Children who used their mother tongue regularly had better self-confidence and 

emotional security. This facilitated smoother interaction with peers and instructors, 

indirectly supporting their learning process in both cognitive and linguistic domains.   

 

Discussion   

The results align with Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, emphasizing the role of language 

as a tool for cognitive development. The mother tongue acts as a cognitive scaffold, enabling 

children to internalize complex concepts and apply them effectively in learning environments.   

1. Mother Tongue as a Cognitive Anchor 

Using the mother tongue in early learning provides a foundation for abstract 

reasoning and problem-solving. Language familiarity reduces cognitive load, allowing 

children to focus on conceptual understanding. This finding supports Cummins' 

Interdependence Hypothesis, which states that skills developed in one language can 

transfer to another.   

2. Second Language as an Extension 

The study highlights that simultaneous exposure to a second language alongside 

the mother tongue fosters bilingualism without compromising cognitive development. 

Early bilingualism was found to enhance metalinguistic awareness, enabling children to 

identify patterns and rules in both languages. However, children who prematurely 

transitioned to the second language often struggled due to the absence of a solid linguistic 

base.   
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3. Cultural and Emotional Factors 

Maintaining the mother tongue promotes cultural identity and emotional well-

being, which are critical for young learners. Emotional security enhances focus and 

motivation, indirectly boosting second language acquisition. This underscores the 

importance of creating an inclusive environment where both languages are valued.   

In conclusion, the findings affirm that the mother tongue is essential for early cognitive 

and linguistic development. Incorporating the mother tongue in early education not only 

strengthens cognitive abilities but also facilitates second language acquisition. Future studies 

could explore the long-term effects of balanced bilingualism in academic achievement and social 

integration.   

 

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTION 

CONCLUSION: 

Based on the research conducted, the use of the mother tongue in early childhood plays a 

significant role in the development of cognitive abilities and the acquisition of a second language. 

Children who are encouraged to use their mother tongue tend to develop stronger cognitive skills 

such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and memory retention. Furthermore, proficiency in 

the mother tongue serves as a foundation for learning a second language more effectively, as it 

provides a solid linguistic structure and enhances metalinguistic awareness. However, excessive 

dependence on the mother tongue without balanced exposure to the second language may delay 

second language acquisition.   

 

SUGGESTION 

1. For Parents:Actively use the mother tongue at home while gradually introducing the 

second language through interactive activities, such as storytelling, games, or songs, to 

ensure balanced linguistic and cognitive development.   

2. For Educators: Incorporate both the mother tongue and second language in early 

childhood education programs by designing bilingual activities that respect and integrate 

children's cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 

3. For Policy Makers:Develop and promote educational policies that emphasize the 

importance of the mother tongue in early learning while providing opportunities for 

second language acquisition through structured and engaging programs.   

4. For Researchers:Further studies are recommended to explore long-term impacts of mother 

tongue use on bilingual proficiency and cognitive growth, focusing on diverse linguistic 

and cultural contexts.   

By implementing these suggestions, a more effective and inclusive approach to early 

childhood language and cognitive development can be achieved. 
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