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Abstract: 

This paper explores the impact of multilingualism on English language teaching (ELT), with a 

particular focus on neutralizing the influence of the mother tongue (L1) in the acquisition of 

English (L2). As the world becomes more interconnected, multilingualism is becoming 

increasingly common, but it also presents challenges for learners and educators in maintaining 

the balance between native language interference and proficiency in the target language. This 

research investigates strategies to mitigate L1 interference and promote effective English 

language learning in multilingual contexts. 
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Introduction 
Multilingualism, the ability to use and understand multiple languages, has become a defining 

feature of many societies. As a result, English language teaching (ELT) now frequently occurs in 

contexts where learners speak multiple languages, with varying degrees of proficiency in each. 

One of the significant challenges in these settings is the influence of the mother tongue (L1) on 

English (L2) learning. Mother tongue interference can manifest in errors in pronunciation, syntax, 

and semantics, often leading to misunderstandings and slower acquisition of the target language. 

This paper examines the complexities of multilingualism in ELT, focusing on the role of the 

mother tongue in L2 learning and discussing methods for neutralizing its negative effects while 

leveraging it as a resource in the classroom. The goal is to propose practical strategies for teachers 

to enhance students' English proficiency by effectively managing and neutralizing L1 interference. 

The Role of Multilingualism in English Language Teaching: 

Understanding Multilingualism: 

Multilingualism refers to the use of more than two languages by individuals or communities. In 

many parts of the world, multilingualism is the norm rather than the exception, especially in areas 

with diverse populations or in regions with strong historical, cultural, or economic ties across 

borders. For learners in multilingual contexts, the acquisition of a second language (L2) often 

occurs alongside the maintenance of multiple languages (L1, L2, and others). This complex 

linguistic environment can affect how learners interact with the target language (in this case, 

English), with various interactions between languages influencing their ability to learn and use 

English effectively. 

Multilingualism and English Language Acquisition: 
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Research shows that multilingual speakers often face cognitive challenges in acquiring a new 

language due to the complex interplay between languages. However, multilingualism can also 

have cognitive advantages, such as enhanced metalinguistic awareness and the ability to code-

switch. Nevertheless, the challenge of interference from the mother tongue is persistent. 

Mother Tongue Influence in Second Language Learning: 

Linguistic Interference: 

Mother tongue interference, or "language transfer," occurs when linguistic features of a learner's 

first language influence their second language use. This influence can be positive (when 

similarities between the languages lead to accurate language use) or negative (when differences 

lead to errors). Some common areas where mother tongue influence is noticeable include: 

 Pronunciation: Sounds in the L1 that do not exist in English can result in 

mispronunciations. 

 Syntax: Sentence structures or word order from the L1 may influence English grammar, 

leading to errors such as incorrect word placement or omission of articles. 

 Vocabulary: False cognates or direct translation from L1 may lead to inappropriate or 

incorrect word choices. 

 Spelling: The orthographic system of the L1 may influence how learners spell English 

words. 

The Impact of Multilingualism on L1 Influence: 
In multilingual settings, learners may experience interference not only from their L1 but also from 

other languages they speak. For example, a person who speaks both French and Spanish might 

mix vocabulary and structures from both languages when speaking English, creating more 

challenges for language teachers. This phenomenon is known as “interlingual interference.” 

Neutralizing Mother Tongue Influence: 

Strategies for Teachers: 

Effective English language teaching in multilingual contexts requires recognizing the role of L1 

and finding ways to mitigate its negative effects. Some approaches include: 

 Awareness of Common Errors: Teachers should familiarize themselves with the typical 

errors that stem from specific language backgrounds and be proactive in addressing them. 

Understanding these common errors allows teachers to focus on targeted areas. 

 Focus on Form and Error Correction: Teachers can use corrective feedback to guide 

students toward appropriate English usage while remaining sensitive to L1 interference. 

 Contrastive Analysis: This approach involves comparing and contrasting L1 and L2 

grammar rules to help students understand where the differences lie and avoid errors. 

 Code-Switching: Allowing learners to use their L1 strategically can help clarify meaning 

and provide linguistic scaffolding, especially in beginner levels. The key is to use L1 as a 

resource, not as a crutch. 

 Task-Based Learning: Engaging students in real-world tasks encourages the use of 

English in context, which can help them overcome reliance on L1 for communication. 
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Leveraging L1 as a Resource: 

While L1 interference can be detrimental, it is also important to view L1 as a resource that can be 

used to aid learning. Teachers can: 

 Use L1 for Explanation: When a concept is difficult for students to grasp, using L1 to 

explain a difficult grammar rule or word meaning can help clarify the concept and prevent 

frustration. 

 Cultural Context: Drawing on the cultural backgrounds and language experiences of 

students can foster a richer, more inclusive classroom environment. It also helps learners 

make connections between English and their own linguistic worlds, which can increase 

motivation. 

 Bilingual Instruction: For multilingual classrooms, bilingual instruction can support L2 

learners by reinforcing the learning process and reducing the cognitive load. 

Case Studies and Empirical Research: 

Case Study 1: Multilingual Classrooms in India: 

In India, where English is widely taught as a second language, multilingual classrooms provide a 

unique context for examining the neutralization of L1 interference. In such settings, teachers often 

find that students who speak Hindi, Bengali, or other regional languages experience challenges in 

English pronunciation and syntax. One study found that providing explicit instruction on the 

differences between Hindi and English sentence structures helped reduce syntax errors in written 

English. 

Case Study 2: Spanish-English Bilinguals in the United States: 

Spanish-English bilinguals in the United States often encounter interference from both Spanish 

and English when acquiring a new language. A study by Ortega (2009) highlighted how Spanish 

speakers might transfer Spanish word order and pronunciation patterns into English. Teachers who 

used contrastive analysis between English and Spanish grammar found a significant reduction in 

errors related to word order and tense usage in writing. 

Conclusion: 

The presence of multilingualism presents both challenges and opportunities for English language 

teaching. While the influence of the mother tongue on second language acquisition can be a 

barrier, with the right strategies, teachers can neutralize its effects and support the learner’s 

linguistic development. The careful use of students' L1, along with techniques such as contrastive 

analysis, error correction, and task-based learning, can help reduce mother tongue interference 

while promoting effective English language learning. Furthermore, embracing multilingualism 

and using it as a resource can enrich the learning environment and enhance students' engagement 

with English. 
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