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The Effect of Foreign Language Study on Verbal Ability in the Native
Language: A review of Evidence

Statements such as, «I never really understood grammar until I studied
a foreign language,» are very often heard from students of both classical
and modern languages. This «folk attitude» about the beneficial effect of
second language study on native language performance is shared by
many of us in the language teaching profession. In fact, one of the argu-
ments we use to justify a place for language instruction in the curriculum
states that second language study has a positive effect on native-language
performance. Observations to this end appear frequently in the profes-
sional foreign language education literature in the United States, and in
statements we make to the American public to persuade them of the ben-
efits of language study.

For example, the texts designed to introduce prospective language
teachers to the profession include such statements as the following:

«The Amenican student can develop a clearer understanding of his native English
by comparing it with a non-English communication system.»(GRITTNER, 1969,
p. 25)

«Studying a second language provides a comprehension of the connotations of
words and the building blocks of expression that is unimagined prior to the study
of a second language.» (CHASTAIN, 1976, p. 6)

HANcocKk quotes VYGOTSKYS observation that language study pro-
motes mastery of the «higher forms» of one’s native language and enables
him «to see his own language as one particular system among many, to
view its phenomenon under more general categories, and this leads to
awareness of his linguistic operations. . . .»

We in the language teaching profession have used similar statements
to justify our discipline’s existence to the American public. In the mid-
1950’s the Foreign Language Program ofthe Modern Language Associa-
tion of America adopted the following as part of its statement «Values
of Foreign Language Study»:

The study of foreign language. . .provides. . .a new understanding of language,
progressively revealing to the pupil the structure of the language and giving him
a new perspective on English, as well as (from Foreign Language Program Policy
ofthe MLA of A in PM LA, pt. 2, September 1956, xiv; reprinted in W.M. RIVERS
Teaching Foreign Language Skills, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970,
p. 29)

When American educators were debating the issues of «liberal educa-
tion» in the late 1950’s, William Riley PARKER asserted:
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If, for example, liberal education means broadening and training the mind by
pursuing knowledge for its own sake, it should not be forgotten that mind-train-
ing is largely verbal training — and most «experts» in the liberal arts have signified
their conviction that a single language just does not provide a sufficient range of
verbal perceptiveness for a liberally educated person. (The Language Curtain, p.
126)

And more recently, when the «basic education» movement has in some
locales adversely affected foreign language study by labeling it a «frill»,
Fred M. HECHINGER of the New York Times has concluded an editorial
on the subject of language study with the statement: «Knowledge ofa for-
eign language, including and perhaps especially Latin, may not be ess-
ential to the mastery of English, but it helps.»

While those individuals who have had successful foreign language
learning experiences tend to agree with statements such as those just cit-
ed, the language teaching community in the United States has not col-
lected supportive experimental data to buttress their claims. The aim of
this paper is to examine critically some experimental evidence relating
to the influence of second language learning on performance in the na-
tive language. Our discussion of related research includes an analysis of
relevant results from elementary school Latin programs, research on bi-
lingualism and intellect and elementary school programs in the modemn
languages.

Documentation of the value of Latin study on English vocabulary and
reading skills has been provided in two recent reviews of research by
MASCIANTONIO (1977) and MAVROGENES (1977). Most of this evidence
comes from elementary school programs which provide a special Latin
curriculum designed specifically to enhance word study skills. One such
study describes the effect of special multisensory instructional materials
in the School District of Philadelphia. The Latin students receive in-
struction by itinerant teachers for 15-20 minutes per day. In a matched
pair analysis done in 1970-71 with controls for lowa V pre-test, grade
level and «neighborhood» (Socio-economic group and possibly contam-
inating reading experience), it was found that 5th grade pupils who were
taking the Latin course were functioning one full year beyond the control
students, as measured by the Iowa V subtest. (Latin students were per-
forming at about grade level, whereas control students were one year be-
low grade level.) (OFFENBURG, 1971)

In the 1973-74 school year, the Indianapolis Public Schools initiated
an experimental program which used teacher-made or adapted matenals
designed to stress the importance of Latin root words. The experimental
group of sixth grade students received one half hour of instruction in Lat-
in per day with a Latin specialist teacher; the program was coordinated
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with instruction in other subjects. In each of the two years (years Il and
III) for which tables are given in the report, the experimental group
numbered about 400 for the October administration of the pre-test
(Form H of the Metropolitan Achievement Test) and had been reduced
to approximately 300 by the time of the March administration of the
post-test (Form F ofthe same test). The control group numbered approx-
imately 100 in years Il and III. In addition to establishing group compar-
ability through pre-testing, «the groups were selected on the basis of their
similarity of economic, social and academic profiles.» (SHERIDAN, 1976,
p. 4)

MASCIANTONIO (p. 377) reports that in the first year of the project, the
experimental group showed a gain over the control group (emphasis ours)
of: 8 months in word knowledge, one year in reading, one year one
month in language, and 4 months in spelling. This statement is not quite
accurate; SHERIDAN states (p. 3) that these gains are simply the net im-
provement in the experimental group’s scores. There are no tables com-
paring experimental with control group for the first year of the project
in ShERIDANS report. The report does contain comparative data on years
II and III, however.

Pre-test scores show there to be non-significant differences favoring
the control group in the sub-tests on word knowledge, reading or lan-
guage (see Table 1). The experimental group was significantly better in
spelling (p. < .01). The post-tests showed that this advantage of the ex-
perimentals had disappeared (i.e. there was no significant difference be-
tween the groups on the spelling measure); the experimentals scored
significantly higher than the controls in word knowledge (p < .05).
Reading and language scores showed non-significant differences in favor
of the experimental group. The results of year II's testing justify cautious
optimism concerning the effect of FLES Latin on English language arts
skills, but no more. First, who were those 100 students in the experimen-
tal group whose scores were not recorded in spring? They might have
been the poorest (or the best) readers of the group. It would lend confi-
dence to the results of this study to eliminate these students from the pre-
test group. Second, in three of the four sub-tests, the gains of the exper-
imental group are greater than those of the controls, but we cannot have
confidence in these results since the differences in mean gain were not
analyzed statistically. '

The results of year III give cause for more optimism, however (see
Table 2). The pre-tests found the experimental and control groups not
differing significantly in the areas of word knowledge, reading and lan-
guage. The controls held a significant (p < .01) advantage in spelling. On

23



the post-test, however, the experimental group performed significantly
better on word knowledge (p < .05), reading (p < .10) and language
(p < .01). There was no significant difference in spelling scores, although
the experimental group gained ground on the controls.

It would seem then that the evidence from the Indianapolis project
provides some support for the argument that FLES Latin can positively
affect English language arts skills of elementary students. The overall re-
sults of the project were positive enough though that Latin instruction
is continuing in Indianapolis schools.

The intent here 1s not to undertake an extensive review and critique
of the evidence presented by MASCIANTONIO and MAVROGENES. Though
their results should not be accepted uncritically, they have provided in-
teresting data, much of which support the value of special Latin curri-
cula in helping Americans to develop verbal skills in their native lan-
guage.

Until PEAL and LAMBERT’s (1962) study of French-English bilinguals
in Montreal, most research indicated a negative effect of bilingualism on
intelligence and verbal ability (see PEAL and LAMBERTSs review of the li-
terature). PEAL and LAMBERT found, however, that bilinguals had ac-
quired a significant «language asset», and that they were more facile at
concept formation and had greater mental flexibility than monolinguals.
The bilinguals’ better achievement in school was attributed at least in
part to their verbal facility (DiL, ed., 1972, p. 152f).

The experimenters realized that the superior performance of the bi-
lingual population on verbal tests may have been simply a reflection of
the bilinguals’ overall higher intelligence. This study was the first to at-
tempt to assure «balanced bilingualism» in the bilingual population;
several measures were used to ascertain balanced bilingualism. When
other tests were ambiguous as to the degree of balance, an English vo-
cabulary score was given the highest weight. This procedure, according
tothe experimenters, tended to eliminate those students who might have
been balanced bilinguals but who didn’t have well-developed vocabula-
ries in either French or English (DiL, ed., 1972, p. 140f).

CumMINs (1976), in his review of the influence of bilingualism on
cognitive growth, has made two observations which should be taken into
consideration in looking at the impact of second language study on first
language performance. His first observation concerns the importance of
sociological, psychological and political factors in language matters. He
observes that most studies which have shown a positive effect of bilin-
gualism on intellect have been carried out in situations where the second
language has been a socially relevant one, but one which 1s not likely to
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replace the first language, which is a prestigious or dominant one. Stu-
dies which show a negative effect of bilingualism on verbal intelligence
tend to treat situations where the second language 1s a majority or socio-
politically dominant one which is likely to replace the first or minority
language. (CUMMINS, 1976, p. 36)

CuMMINs second important observation is that there may be a thresh-
old of competence in the second language which it is necessary to achieve
before the positive effects of becoming bilingual may take effect. CuM-
MINS is careful to point out that this threshold level is not a basic causal
variable but rather an intervening one. «. . . the attainment of the thresh-
old is itself determined by more fundamental social, attitudinal, educa-
tional and cognitive (e.g. language learning aptitude) factors.» (CuM-
MINS, 1976, p. 23)

Evidence for the validity of CUMMINS first assertion may be found in
two recent studies reported by BEN-ZEEV (1977 and 1978). Ben-Zeev
found that both a middle-class Hebrew-English bilingual group of chil-
dren and a disadvantaged Spanish-English group exhibited similar per-
ceptual strategies which were superior to those of matched monolingual
control groups. The strategies were attention to structure and readiness
for reorganization, with the Spanish-English group showing less marked
superiority than the Hebrew-English group.

We must assume that the Hebrew-English children were in a situation
where one of the languages was not likely to replace the other totally. In
the Spanish-English situation, however, English was undoubtedly the
prestige language in the eyes of the bilingual children, since the typical
subject reported that he thinks he speaks Spanish better, but likes Eng-
lish better. (BEN-ZEEV, 1978, p. 86)

BEN-ZEEVs most interesting results for our purposes were those ob-
tained concerning the children’s use of syntax. In the Hebrew-English
study, bilinguals showed that they could generalize syntactic rules of the
Berko-type as well as monolinguals. In the Spanish-English «Grammar
Usage in Telling Stories» test, it was found that mastery of some basic
rules such as for verb tense and person and for preposition cho;ce was
inferior for the bilinguals.

As BEN-ZEEV points out, it is difficult to compare the results of the Ber-
ko-type test with the «Grammar Usage in Telling Stories» test, since they
are so different. The results would seem to support nevertheless the val-
idity of CUMMINS assertion.

This overview of three important studies concerning the influence of
bilingualism on intellect does not lead us to be optimistic about applying
bilingual research results to our central concern: the influence of foreign

25



language study in an academic setting on native language skills. First of
all, most studies of bilinguals measure language that has been acquired
outside the classroom,; it is reasonable to assume that classroom language
learning and «natural» language learning are not comparable. STEVE
KRASHENS Monitor Model sheds new and interesting light on this differ-
ence (see KRASHEN, 1977). He distinguishes between language acquisi-
tion (what happens in a «natural» or simulated natural setting) and lan-
guage learning (what happens in most language classrooms: conscious
mastery of patterns and lexical items). It could be, for instance, that lan-
guage acquisition (as manifested in most bilinguals’ second language) has
very little impact upon native language arts skills. The conscious con-
centration involved in learning new forms and structures may on the
other hand force the learner to look carefully at his native language and
therefore perform better on the kinds of tests used to measure progress
in English language arts.

Secondly, most bilingual learning situations are heavily influenced by
social, political and psychological phenomena that have more to do with
the way human beings interact together in the real world than it does
with how they leam languages, either inside or outside of a classroom.
Thirdly, if CumMiNs is right in thinking that there is a threshold level of
language competence which must be passed before the positive benefits
of bilingualism are manifested, we would be hard-pressed to find subjects
to test the applicability of this hypothesis to the foreign language learn-
ing situation in traditional foreign language classrooms, since the level
of proficiency attained is so low even in college language majors (see
CARROLL, 1967). There is some evidence from Canadian immersion ex-
perience to support CUMMINS hypothesis (see BARIK and SwaAIN, 1976).

Most experimentation concerning the influence of foreign language
study in the elementary schools (FLES) on English language arts perfor-
mance was done in the 1960’s. During this period, advocates of FLES
were attempting to prove that the time taken out of the elementary pro-
gram for language study caused no adverse effect upon achievement in
other subject areas. Overviews of this research may be found in DONOGH-
UE (1966) and DONOGHUE (1969).

In what follows, we will discuss first several studies which have shown
no significant difference between FLES and non-FLES students on mea-
sures of English language arts skills; we will then review several studies
which have shown significant differences. We will conclude that some of
the positive results reviewed by DONOGHUE should have been interpreted
more conservatively.

26



A large-scale study conducted m the schools of St. Paul, Minnesota
from 1960-63 found no significant difference between the achievement
test scores of fourth, fifth and sixth grade students on the lowa Test of
Basic Skills and the Standford Social Studies Test. FLES students studied
Spanish for 15 minutes a day, time subtracted from the study of social
studies, language arts or arithmetic (LEINO and HAAK, 1963).

A two-years study of 120 elementary school Spanish students in
Minnesota Spanish found that the addition of second language instruc-
tion did not adversely affect their achievement in reading vocabulary,
reading comprehension, or language skills, as measured by the Iowa Test
of Basic Skills. The students were randomly assigned to three classes of
30 each for instruction in Spanish with one control group of 30. Analysis
of covariance was used with the September, 1963 administration of the
Iowa Test of Basic Skills treated as the covariate, and the May, 1965 ad-
ministration ofthe same test as the criterion. The .05 level of significance
was used (SMITH, 1966).

In a project carried out in a New York State laboratory school, POTTS
(1967) found no significant difference between the scores of the exper-
imental (French FLES) students and those of control students on the Cal-
ifornia Achievement Test and the California Reading Test. During
FLES language classes, the controls were involved in non-cognitive ac-
tivity.

These studies are representative of those which show no significant
difference for English language arts skills between those pupils who have
studied a foreign language in elementary school and those who have not.
Additional evidence for the lack of significant effect on English language
arts skills of second language study in elementary school comes from the
St. Lambert experiment (LAMBERT and TUCKER, 1972). After four years
of very careful observation and measurement, it was found that the chil-
dren in the first cohort, who had received instruction in French for the
majority of their time in school and who had gained competence in
French far superior to that of typical FLES students, exhibited no sign-
ificant difference from the English controls on measures of English word
knowledge, word discrimination and language usage. In addition, their
reading ability, listening comprehension and knowledge of concepts in
English were not significantly different from the English controls, and
their spontaneous productions in English were as long and complex and
their vocabulary as rich and diverse (p. 203).

Several studies in the FLES literature have reported a positive effect
on English language arts skills. LopATO (1963) reports a study involving
two classes of third grade students at both a New Y ork City (Bayside) and

27



a Long Island, New York (Valley Stream) elementary school. A total of
114 students comprized the population, with experimental and control
groups in each school being equated for grade placement, age, intelli-
gence and socio-economic status. The project lasted one school year,
from September, 1959 through June, 1960, with the experimental
groups receiving 15 minutes of (oral) French instruction per day and the
control groups engaging in other (unreported) activity during this time.
All sections of the Stanford Achievement Test, Elementary Battery,
Form J, were administered to both classes at the beginning of the year
and an alternative form of the test, Form K, was administered at the end
of the school year.

Analysis ofthe two groups’ achievement gains was done separately. At
Bayside, there was no significant difference between experimental and
control scores on the Stanford test of reading, spelling and language (.01
level had been chosen as criterion), although the experimental group had
slightly higher mean gains in reading and language. The controls were
slightly ahead in spelling mean gain. At Valley Stream, reading and lan-
guage scores were not significantly different (at the .01 level), although
there were higher means for the language students. The experimental
group registered a significantly (p <.01) higher mean gain in spelling.

There are several aspects of this study which would lead one to ques-
tion it as supportive of a positive impact of language study on English
language arts skills. The first is underlined by the author herself: she
points to the possible Hawthorne effect caused by the two experimental
classes, since there was not a FLES program in place at either of the
schools at the time. The second aspect involves what appears to be a
significantly higher mean 1.Q. in the experimental group at Valley
Stream; it was this group that achieved a significantly higher mean gain
in spelling than did the controls. Although LopPATO reports these 1.Q. dif-
ferences, she does not discuss them specifically, nor were [.Q. scores used
as covariates in the analysis of the Stanford tests; simple t-tests were used
for these comparisons.

A study conducted in the Champaign, Illinois public schools reported
that fourth grade FLES students of Spanish scored higher on the lowa
Test of Basic Skills subtests for reading vocabulary and reading compre-
hension (JOHNSON et al, 1963). FLES students (N=90) had studied Span-
ish for 100 minutes per week for one school year during time that had
been subtracted from instructional periods in social studies, arithmetic
and language arts. Control group students (N=90) attended school for the
same number of minutes per day, and had full instructional periods of
social studies, arithmetic and language arts. The experimenters report
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that the groups were comparable with respect to chronological age, 1.Q.
and sex distribution. In addition, pre-administration of lowa subtests on
reading vocabulary, reading comprehension and language skills led the
experimenters to believe that the groups were comparable.

In the post-test of the same Iowa subtests, experimental pupils showed
slightly higher mean gains in reading vocabulary and reading compre-
hension, but showed lower mean gains in language skills. Reported t-va-
lues indicate that all three differences were non-significant. Despite this,
however, the authors state in their conclusion that «the experimental
group showed greater achievement in reading vocabulary and reading
comprehension and that in language skills. . . the two groups varied lit-
tle. .. . » (p. 11).

It would seem prudent not to consider this study as solid evidence for
a positive significant effect of foreign language study on English language
arts performance because the confidence levels discussed in the report
are not interpretable and do not appear to justify the conclusions quoted
above.

A 1971 study in the District of Columbia Public Schools reported a
significant effect of French and Spanish FLES instruction on reading test
scores. Test scores on the Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills were com-
pared for a combined French-Spanish group (N=249) and a non-lan-
guage (N=650) group. Scores were obtained for vocabulary, comprehen-
sion and total reading in October, 1970 and in May, 1971; mean progress
scores were calculated for both groups and subjected to t-test analysis.
The French-Spanish group was found to have made significantly greater
progress on all three measures (p <.05).

Several facts lead us to accept these results with caution, however.
First, the report’s authors are careful to point out that they have been un-
able to ascertain group comparability between experimental and control
groups, though they do state that classes in the District of Columbia were
heterogeneously grouped at the time of the study. The language classes
had been «randomly chosen» by the principals of the elementary schools
involved; there is no way to tell to what extent personal bias may have
crept into these decisions. Secondly, the FLES students had been taking
French and Spanish for three years prior to the pre-test so it is difficult
to make inferences about what impact the treatment had on the mea-
sured outcomes. Were the measured gains of the FLES students attribut-
able to the one year’s experience they had between October, 1970 and
May, 1971, or did these gains depend in some way on the prior training
they had received in French or Spanish?

29



The more rigorously carried out of the FLES studies reviewed above
indicate that there is no significant effect on English language arts skills
in elementary students when they study a foreign language in elementary
school for 15-20 minutes per day. In virtually every study where a pos-
itive effect was reported, there appear to be valid reasons to interpret
more cautiously the experimenter’s findings. This does not mean that we
should abandon the search fora connection here, however. Further more
closely controlled studies should be conducted, in order to replicate
these positive findings.

This paper has provided a brief overview of evidence which appeared
most likely to shed light on the influence of foreign language study on
performance in the native language. The results of some studies done in
Latin FLES programs show that specially designed Latin curricula ap-
pear to improve English language arts test scores, although results are
not always statistically significant. Studies done in bilingual, immersion
and language-switch programs appear to have only marginal relevance,
since determining variables in those situations are usually sociological,
economic or political rather than linguistic in nature. Also, the differ-
ence between learning a language in a communicative setting as opposed
to the traditional foreign language classroom model 1s an important one.
It could be, for instance, that learning a foreign language in a commu-
nicative setting (such as in the street or in an immersion program) has
little or no effect on an individual’s English language arts skills as mea-
sured by currently available tests. On the other hand, a foreign language
learned in an academic environment, because of attention paid to such
things as vocabulary and sentence structure, might indeed bring about
higher scores in English language arts tests.

Results of studies comparing English language arts scores of French
and Spanish FLES students with scores of non-language learners are not
conclusive. Several studies have concluded that 15-20 minutes per day
of FLES does not significantly influence English language arts scores ei-
ther up or down; others have indicated that there is a positive impact,
though we have seen that these studies are susceptible to criticism.

The Report of the Advisory Panel on the Scholastic Aptitude Test
Score Decline (WirTz, 1977) addresses the question of the correlation
between language study and SAT-Verbal test scores:

A clear parallel unquestionably shows up between students’ SAT-Verbal scores
and the number of foreign language courses they have taken in high school.
Those who report having taken four or more such courses (about 10 percent of
the test takers) average more than 100 points higher than those (about 8 percent)

reporting no work in foreign language; and the averages rise progressively with
the number of courses taken. (p. 27)
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Data from Indianapolis Public Schools Project. (SHERIDAN, 1976)
Table 1. Year I1. Results on the Metropolitan Achievement Test, Intermediate Battery of Experimental and Control Groups (Pre-test=Form

H, Post-test=Form F)

Pre-test Scores (Form H) Post-test Scores (Form F)
Sub-test Experiment. Control T Signif. Experiment. Control T Signif.
Word Knowledge .......... 4.3 4.4 1 NS 5.1 4.8 1.97 p <.05
Beadifif . .o v v v 0o misi v & 4.0 4.3 1.61 NS 5.0 4.8 1.30 NS
LANBUALE . wrovw w55 35 sumamas 5 3.9 4.0 1.02 NS 5.6 5.3 1.55 NS
Spelling ................... 5.3 5.0 3.73 p <.0l 5.6 5.5 1.23 NS

Table 2. Year I11. Results on the Metropolitan Achievement Test, Intermediate Battery of Experimental and Control Groups (Pre-test=Form
H, Post-test=Form F)

Pre-test Scores (Form H) Post-test Scores (Form F)
Sub-test Experiment. Control T Signif. Experiment. Control T Signif.
Word Knowledge .......... 4.4 4.4 0 NS 3.3 4.9 2.09 p <.05
Reading ........ e 4.2 4.2 57 NS 49 4.6 1.69 p <.10
Language ................. 4.2 43 Bl NS 8.7 5.2 5.2 2.63
p <.01Spelling ....... = | 3.7 3.85 p <.01 5.5 8.3 1.25
NS




The authors go on to question the causality of this relationship, stating
that it could very well be that brighter students end up taking foreign lan-
guages, not that language study influences verbal ability.

It is clear that to get a satisfactory answer concerning the influence of
foreign language study on native language, further investigation is
needed. Although we have assembled in this paper a certain amount of
research data that is suggestive, it is certainly not compelling. What is
needed is a set of studies which will provide adequate data for each sub-
ject to enable us to control for I.Q., English ability before taking foreign
language, socioeconomic status, language of the home, experience
abroad, high school curriculum, language studied and grade received.
When a longitudinal study can be accomplished which takes into ac-
count all the above variables, we should be able to say with more assur-
ance that there 1s (or is not) an influence of foreign language study on na-
tive language usage.

ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics Peter A. Eddy
Center for Applied Linguistics

1611 North Kent Street

Arlington, Virginia 22209
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