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1. Int roduction 
 
One of the important issues in bilingualism that continues to be debated, unabated, is whether 
growing up with two languages is advantageous or not. The ability to be proficient in two 
languages has always been viewed with mixed opinions. The two conflicting views on this 
subject are that it is a deficit on one hand, and an advantage on the other. Those who take the 
view that being bilingual taxes oneÕs cognitive and/or linguistic system do so with the assumption 
that oneÕs mind has been programmed to handle only one linguistic system at a time. On the other 
hand, those who take the opposing view that oneÕs ability to be proficient in two or more 
languages at a time is advantageous presuppose that such a linguistic phenomenon impacts 
positively on and enhances oneÕs metalinguistic skills. There is still  no consensus as to whether 
being a bilingual provides an intellectual advantage. What the rich array of studies, however, on 
bilingual childrenÕs language acquisition seems to consistently point out is that having two or 
more languages enhances a childÕs metalinguistic ability (e.g. Bialystok 1988, Bialystok & 
Majumder 1998, Cromdal 1999, Eviatar & Ibrahim 2000,). Bialystok (1986) defines 
metalinguistic ability as having the skills to analyse linguistic knowledge and control language 
processing (more on this later on). The postulation comes from an understanding that because 
bilingual children tackle life using two or more languages interchangeably, they (as opposed to 
monolinguals) are therefore able to have a better understanding of the forms and structures of 
these languages. Moreover, their natural linguistic reality that necessitates them to address 
different people in different languages enhances their flexibilit y in accessing a variety of forms 
that have the same meanings (Bialystok 1991). This linguistic exercise consequently develops 
their ability to look at languages as objects in the communication process. 
 
As mentioned earlier, Bialystok (1986) views metalinguistic ability in the context of two skills; 
analysis of linguistic knowledge and control of language processing. In particular, Bialystok & 
Ryan (1985) identif y metalinguistic ability in relation to addressing linguistic problems that 
require the two skills of analysis and control for their solutions. There are a number of tasks that 
have been identified as requiring metalinguistic skills and the degree of control and analysis 
necessary for each task varies. The framework below clearly explains the different degree of 
control and analysis required given certain tasks (Bialystok 1991).  
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Figure 1. Framework for understanding control and analysis. 
 
Figure 1 suggests that tasks such as detecting errors and judging correct sentences on the lower 
side of the quadrant demand low analysis and low control. Correcting sentences on the lower 
right quadrant suggests a low demand on control but a high demand on analysis. The tasks on the 
upper left quadrant have a low demand for analysis but a high demand on control. The fourth 
quadrant on the upper right indicates tasks that require a high degree in both control and analysis. 
 
Various studies in the past, mostly comparing monolingual groups with bilingual groups, have 
shown that bilinguals manifest an advantage over monolinguals in tasks that require the 
metalinguistic skill of control and analysis (e.g. Ben Zeev 1977, Smith & Tager-Flusberg 1982, 
Bialystok 1986, Hakuta 1987, Bialystok 1988, Galambos & Goldin-Meadow 1990, Diaz & 
Klingler 1991, Bialystok & Majumder 1998, Cromdal 1999, Eviatar 2000, Lising 2003). Most of 
these studies involved mainly such linguistic activities as judgement and correction test, word-
referent differentiation, and symbol substitution test. Moreover, most of these studies were 
carried out with preschoolers.  
 
Malakoff (1992) following Harris (1975) has added to the debate and proposed that one other 
task that bilinguals can do that requires metalinguistic ability is translation. She refers to this 
particular ability by bilinguals as their Òmetalinguistic skill par excellenceÓ (Malakoff 1992, p. 
515).  Harris & Sherwood (1978) call this as the natural translation ability. The few studies on 
translation as a bilingual metalinguistic skill (Harris & Sherwood 1978, Malakoff & Hakuta 



  
 
 

1991, Malakoff 1992) propose two views; that bilinguals have a natural abilit y to translate from 
the source language to the target language and vice versa, and that this natural translation ability 
is an inherent metalinguistic skill at the disposal of balanced bilinguals. Such natural ability as 
Vygotsky (1962) suggested is borne out of the bilingualsÕ experience of having to grapple with 
two linguistic systems on a dail y basis, which enhances their metalinguistic ability. Translating 
involves the Òsubstitution or replacement of É  material in one language by equivalent É  
material in another languageÓ (Catford 1965, p. 20 as cited in Malakoff and Hakuta 1991). 
Translation therefore refers to all modes of reformulating a message from one language (the 
source language) into a message in another language (the target language). This is as opposed to 
making a distinction between the oral mode (interpretation) and the written mode (translation).  
 
This study was done to test the hypothesis that if  translation is a bilingual skill, Filipino-English 
bilingual students who are proficient in both Filipino and English could utilize this skill for 
reading comprehension purposes. This study examined whether bilingual studentsÕ metalinguistic 
ability of translating a reading passage enables them to comprehend the text better as compared to 
other reading intervention tasks used for the same purpose.  
 
 
2. Methodology 
 
2.1. ParticipantsÕ Profile 
 
The study included 120 first year university students from the College of Liberal Arts at De La 
Salle University, Manila. The total number was derived from four Basic English classes of 30 
students each. The Basic English class is a preparatory subject aimed at honing studentsÕ writing 
skills in preparation for academic writing. The average age of the students was 18 years. All of 
the participants were Fili pino and English bilinguals as indicated by the questionnaire they filled 
out prior to the activity where they had to indicate the province where they came from. Any 
student whose L1 is not Filipino (they may have come from other regions in the Philippines that 
speak other languages) was immediately excluded from the study. This was to ensure uniformity 
of respondentsÕ language background and to ensure that L1 did not interfere with the translation 
into the target language, Filipino. 
 
Students in the study have comparable proficiency (balanced bilinguals roughly having the same 
level of proficiency in both languages) in both Filipino and English. This assumption is based on 
the fact that students enrolled in the program had to meet a particular grade point average 
requirement, which reflected among other things their proficiency in both languages, to qualify 
into the program. Moreover, since 1974, the media of instruction in the Philippine education 
system (Gonzalez & Sibayan 1988) have been English for teaching science, mathematics, and 
English and Filipino for other subjects. Hence, Filipino students, especially at the university 
level, have to be proficient in both languages to be able to carry out their studies. 
 
The students have no prior training on translation and translating text is not a customary task in 
their Filipino subject. In other words, the students are nascent translators. 

 
 
 

  
 
 

2.2. Groups and Phases 
 
The study was composed of four groups and two/three phases. There were thirty participants in 
each group. The four groups reflected the type of or absence of reading comprehension 
intervention appropriated for each group. All groups, except group 1, went through three phases 
of tasks. Phase 1 required the participants to read the editorial text for four minutes. Groups 2, 3, 
and 4 proceeded with the second phase, which varied for each. Group 1 had no reading 
comprehension intervention as they were the control group. Group 2 required the participants to 
translate the editorial text in the sheet provided allowing them to refer to the reading text. Group 
3, on the other hand, had the unlocking of difficulty activit y, which required students to explain 
what I perceived as twelve difficult words while allowing them to refer to the text. Group 4 
students were simply required to re-read the text. All students in groups 2, 3, and 4 all went 
through phase 2 for twelve minutes each. Phase 3 for all students in all four groups was the 
comprehension test, which was done in four minutes without referring to the editorial text and/or 
tasks output from phase 2. After the activities were done, I managed the student profile in such a 
way that participants who were speakers of languages other than Filipino and English were 
eliminated from the study. The comprehension test answers were marked putting in mind inter- 
rater reliability. Two English teachers went over the answers once. In the event that 
disagreements occurred, the two raters discussed the issue and came up with a consensus. 
 
 
2.3. Design and Instruments 
 
The instruments used for the tasks in all four groups included: 1) student profile questionnaire (a 
and b), 2) an editorial text, 3) a sheet for translation, 4) an unlocking of difficult y questionnaire, 
and 5) a set of comprehension questions. The student profile questionnaires were of two kinds. 
Both aimed at finding out the language background of the students. The first one was for the 
participants in groups 1, 3, and 4 and the second (see Appendix A) was for the participants in 
group 2 (who did the translation activit y). The second one was different in that it further asked 
students specific details about their translation strategy and their opinion about the relevance and 
usefulness of the activity in aiding comprehension. 
  
The editorial text used as the reading text for this study is a three hundred thirty-five word, six-
paragraph editorial entitled Excessive Force (see Appendix B) taken from the Philippine Daily 
Inquirer; one of the leading Filipino newspapers in English based on the surveys conducted by 
independent firms such as Networks Marketing Group in 1995 and Asia Research Organization 
in 1999 (cited in Dayag 1999), July 27, 2000. The choice of the text was based on the length of 
the reading material and the kinds of information it contained. Since the Basic English course 
where the study was conducted was scheduled for one hour only it was important that the tasks in 
each condition could be done during the duration of the class. Also, the kinds of information that 
the editorial contained had to lend themselves to both factual and inferential types of information 
for the purpose of the comprehension test. 

 
The sheet for translation was simply a blank page used by participants from group 2 for noting 
down their L1 translation of the editorial text. At the top of the page the student needed to 
indicate his/her name and L1. 
 



  
 
 

The unlocking of difficul ty questionnaire (see Appendix C) was a list of twelve words I perceived 
to be difficult for the students to understand. This questionnaire required participants to explain 
each of the terms according to how they were used in context. 

 
Finally, there was the set of comprehension questions (see Appendix D) which all participants 
across four groups had to answer. The questions in the comprehension test were divided into two 
parts. The fi rst part was composed of nine factual questions that simply required participants to 
recall important key terms and numbers. The second part was a set of three-item inferential 
questions that required students to process the meaning from the text in a more in-depth manner. 
 
 
2.4. Procedure 
 
The instruments for and phases in the study were pilot tested with five students to determine the 
suitabilit y of the tasks insofar as time limitation is concerned.  

 
Permission from each Basic English teachers in whose class participants were enrolled in was 
sought. The schedule of the tasks was arranged with each teacher to facilitate the smooth conduct 
of the tasks. The activities were carried out as explained above. 
 
 
3. Results 
 
The hypothesis put forward in this study was that utilising the bilingualsÕ metalinguistic ability of 
translating a text facilitates better comprehension. Results in this study show that this is indeed 
true. 
 
Fundamentally, it is essential to establish that bilingual students with no formal training and 
experience in translation are able to translate the text given to them. A cursory look at the 
translation output of the students revealed three things. First, all the students were able to 
translate the reading text from English to Filipino, with minimal problems. Second, all the 
students translated sentence per sentence as opposed to per paragraph. Third, in the Student 
Profile Questionnaire, students indicated difficul ty because of the time limit and the use of 
idiomatic expressions in English. It needs to be noted here that although some of the students 
expressed dislike for the translation activity, such feeling was mainly attributed to the time 
limitation and the presence of a couple of idiomatic expressions such as rubbed salt into wounds 
and go the whole hog which have no direct equivalent in Filipino. As the students explained, the 
absence of a close equivalent of these idiomatic expressions in Filipino distracted them from 
proceeding as efficiently as they could have in their translation task. In spite of such negative 
assessment, it needs to be emphasized here that the students were successful in translating the 
text into their L1. 
 
Likewise, the comprehension test revealed positive results. Figure 2 shows that students from 
group 2, who translated the text, scored the highest at 52.50% (N=600). This seems to suggest 
that those who translated the text comprehended the text (at least remembered many of the 
details) much better than the other students in the study. The results also show that students from 
groups 3 and 4 performed higher than those from group 1 where no intervention took place. The 

  
 
 

tasks of making the students grapple with difficul t words in the text (for group 3) and getting the 
students to re-read the text seem to have also given the students a better chance at comprehending 
the editorial text compared to having no intervention at all.  
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Figure 2. Correct score of students from all four groups (in per cent). 
 
Figure 3 reflects the studentsÕ performance in both the factual and inferential sections of the test. 
Interestingly enough, the results seem to indicate that students from group 2 who translated the 
text before answering the comprehension question scored the highest in both factual and 
inferential sections of the test at 72.22% (N=330) and 36.36% (N=270), respectively. Students 
from group 4 who were asked to re-read the text for their intervention activity also scored 
relatively high in the factual component of the test at 70.97% but not as high in the inferential 
portion of the test at 19.94%. Students from groups 1 and 3 performed in a comparable way.  
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Figure 3. Correct scores in both factual and inferential parts of the test (in per cent). 
 
 
4. Discussion 
 
The purpose of the study was to determine whether utilising the bilingual studentsÕ metalinguistic 
skill of translation allows them to comprehend a text better than those who may utilise other aids 
of comprehension. Embedded in this objective was a secondary intention to find out whether 
bilinguals indeed have the ability to translate regardless of the absence of previous training and 
experience in translating. This particular study seems to show favourable results. 
 
The perfunctory analysis of the studentsÕ translation of the text showed that the students were 
able to translate the text. They translated sentence per sentence rather than per paragraph. It needs 
to be noted here that students were not instructed as to the manner in which they would translate 
the text. It was left to their discretion how they would do their translation. Their option to 
translate per sentence rather than per paragraph may have been due to the fact that they were 
anticipating the comprehension test. Translating per sentence rather than per paragraph would 
enable them to remember more details. There were two minor problems that the students pointed 
out; time constraint and unfamiliar idiomatic expressions. I consider them minor glitches because 
they did not impede the studentsÕ successful translation of the text. The problem with the 
idiomatic expressions may have been largely because it was not made clear to the students 
whether their translated text would be evaluated. Hence, they belaboured over the translation of 
the two expressions to make them as correct as they possibly could. Negative comments 
withstanding, the majority of the 30 students from group 2 were able to translate the text and 
most of them commented that the activity was beneficial because it made them understand the 
text before they could translate it. This observation by the students confirms what Malakoff & 
Hakuta (1991, p. 149) pointed out that Òtranslation requires the manipulating of language at two 

  
 
 

levels: it must apprehend and convey the meaning of the source language text; and it must 
formulate an appropriate target-language sentence structure in which to embed this meaning.Ó  
 
As regards the studentsÕ performance in the comprehension test, it can be argued that students 
from group 2 scored the highest in the comprehension test because they grappled with the text in 
a more in-depth manner. Perhaps this is true for the factual section of the test but their 
performance in the inferential portion supports the idea that the translation task not only allowed 
them to remember the details but it may have also allowed them to understand the text at a deeper 
level. As Harris (1975) points out, natural translation involves the following processes: 
comprehension of the vocabulary of the original source-language text; comprehension of the 
meaning of the original source-language message; reformulation of the message in the target 
language; and judgment of the adequacy of the target-language text. If the students indeed went 
through these processes, then their performance especially in the inferential portion of the test 
could be accounted for by their metalinguistic approach in understanding the text.  
 
In sum, the study revealed two findings. First, students who are comparably proficient in their L1 
and L2 are able to naturally translate despite their being nascent translators. Second, utilising 
translation as a reading comprehension intervention tool allows the students to grapple with the 
text in a more in-depth manner and the metalinguistic processes involve in translation seem to 
lead to better comprehension. What these results seem to suggest is that use of translation, in 
cases where students are balanced bilinguals, may be a useful tool in aiding comprehension. 
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Appendix A 

Student Profile B 

Name:  

Age: 

Student ID#:     Year & Section: 

Nationalit y:     Sex: 

College where you belong: 

Course enrolled in: 

What language do you speak when talking to your parents?: 

What language do you speak at home?: 

What language do you speak among friends?: 

What language do you use when you are in class?: 

What language do you use in talking to your house maids?: 

TRANSLATION QUESTIONS 

1) How did you find the translation activity? Was it easy or difficult? 

 

 

2) Do you think it helped you in understanding the text better? How? 

 

 

3) What were some problems/difficulties you encountered? 

 

 

4) How did you translate the text? Did you translate it word per word or sentence per sentence? 

________________________________________________________________________ 



  
 
 

Appendix B 

 

Excessive Force 

 

PNP DIRECTOR General Panfilo Lacson rubbed salt into wounds when he said the other day 
that he would promote 20 policemen who were injured while violently dispersing the rallies 
against President Estrada on July 24. Why not go the whole hog and recommend them for the 
Medal of Valor for whatever is the highest decoration in the Philippine National Police? 
The 5,000 policemen assigned at the Batasan complex used excessive force in turning away 
thousands of demonstrators who were exercising their freedom of speech. The policemen wore 
helmets, carried shields and wielded truncheons which they used with fiendish delight in the 
bloody dispersal of the protesters. 
The police formed phalanxes and used their truncheons to drive the protesters away from the 
Batasan. Their purpose: to keep them as far away from the Batasan so that the President, the 
Cabinet members, the members of the diplomatic corps and the legislators would not see the 
extent of the peopleÕs dissatisfaction with the Estrada administration. 
The policemen beat the protesters, even those who were already on the ground. They even ran 
after some demonstrators who took refuge in a store. Some policemen threw fl ying kicks at 
defenseless, unarmed protesters. At least 55 demonstrators were seriously injured. Thirty-seven 
were arrested. For what? For exercising their constitutional right to speak freely and to peacefully 
assemble for the redress of their grievances. 
All these were shown in bloody, living color on national and international TV. Color and black 
and white photos in the newspapers the next day also showed many demonstrators, blood 
streaming from their heads and faces, being led away by friends. And yet now the police are 
saying that they are the ones aggrieved and injured. 
It appears that weÕre returning to the days of the Marcos dictatorship when the administration 
would not brook even the slightest expression of dissent. And now, here is the highest-ranking 
police offi cer of the land, promoting the policemen who violated the constitutional right of 
protesters and violently dispersing a peaceful rall y. What gall! 
 
 
An Editorial from the Philippine Daily Inquirer, July 27, 2000. 
 
 

  
 
 

Appendix C 
 
Name:________________________________ ID#:___________________ 
 
UNLOCKING OF DIFFICULTY 
Instruction. Please explain each of the following terms in your own words according to how they 
are used in the text. 
 
 
1) rubbed salt into wounds 
 

 
2) dispersing 
 
 
3) go the whole hog 
 
 
4) wielded 
 
 
5) truncheon  
 
 
6) fiendish delight 
 

 
7) phalanxes 
 
 
8) redress 
 
 
9) aggrieved 
 
 
10) brook  
 
 
 
11) dissent 
 
 
12) gall 



  
 
 

Appendix D 
 
Name:________________________________ ID#:___________________ 
 
COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 
Instructions: Please answer the following questions in the spaces provided. You have 4 minutes. 
(20 points) 
1) What does General Lacson want to do? 
 

 
2) Who were the people rall ying against him? 
 
 
3) How many policemen were suggested to be promoted? 
 
 
4) When did the rally take place? 
 
 
5) How many demonstrators were arrested? 
 
 
6) What is the title of the editorial? 
 

 
7) How many demonstrators were seriously injured? 
 
 
8) What was the total number of policemen who were assigned at the Batasan complex? 
 
 
9) What did the policemen use to drive away the protesters from the Batasan? 
 
 
10) What is the authorÕs claim in the editorial? (3 pts.) 
 
11) In your own words, give at least three arguments that the author presents to support his claim. 
(6 points) 
 
 
 
12) What is the main issue that the author in the editorial is opposing to? (2 pts.) 
 
 
 


