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Abstract 

Linguistic proficiency is globally defined as linguistic ability and fluency in a 

language. The concept of proficiency is widely used in first and second language acquisition 

to describe and measure language development and language processing. The current study 

particularly analyzes the level of linguistic proficiency in early and late bilinguals. Tamil–

English bilinguals with Tamil as first language (L1) and English as second language (L2) 

within the age range of 18 to 20 years were selected for the study. Language Experience and 

Proficiency Questionnaire (LEAP Q) was administered. 50 participants scored above 7 in 

speaking, understanding and reading finally recruited for the study. Participants in this study 

were instructed to write a formal leave letter addressing higher officials in both the 

languages. The aim of the study was to analyze the level of written language proficiency in 

early and late bilinguals. The results were analyzed using Mann Whitney U test. The 

statistical results showed significant differences in proficiency level between early and late 

bilinguals. Thus the result indicates the importance of early language acquisition for better 

language proficiency.  
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Introduction 

  Fifty percentage of the world’s population is bilingual as majority of people learn to 

speak more than one language during their lifetime. Bilingualism is defined as knowledge of 

two languages, although not necessarily to the same degree (Montrul, 2008). Etymology of 

bilingualism is derived from the Latin word such as "two" + "tongue". Children can acquire 



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 4.483, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 6, Issue 8, September 2018 

 

29 
www.jiarm.com 

two languages at the same time in early childhood and proficient in both. Some children may 

also learn a second language after mastering the first to become bilingual. It is rare 

proficiency in both languages to be perfectly balanced in the child.  

Based on age of acquisition bilinguals are classified as early and late bilinguals. Early 

bilinguals acquire both the languages before 6 years where as late bilinguals acquire after 12 

years (Clive Mc Goun, 2009). Language development in bilinguals is an area of debate over a 

long period of time. To account the impact of second language acquisition in bilingual’s 

language development two different theories have been proposed. The critical period 

hypothesis by Johnson & Newport (1989) highlights the outcome of learning a second 

language (e.g. proficiency).  

According to this hypothesis, a native-like proficiency level is not attained by late 

bilinguals in their second language. This leads to differential outcomes for early and late 

bilinguals and as a result the language competence is not acquired in balanced rate. Learning 

a second language later in development is less beneficial and also it gradually declines 

because typically early in development the language competence attains a peak. Support for 

this perspective is provided by behavioral studies, demonstrating that lower levels of 

proficiency is observed in second language acquisition at older ages (De Keyser, 2000).  

In contrast to this critical period hypothesis the competition and entrenchment model 

of Hernandez, Li, and Mac Whinney (2005) emphasizes the process of learning a second 

language as opposed to the outcome. According to this perspective there is a difference in 

developmental process between early and late bilinguals in acquisition of second language. 

Hernandez et al. (2005) contend that the factors that contribute to the differences in these 

developmental processes are brain plasticity and first-language entrenchment. 

 

 NEED FOR THE STUDY: 

Linguistic proficiency is globally defined as linguistic ability and fluency in a 

language. The concept of proficiency is widely used in first and second language acquisition 

to describe and measure language development and language processing of the target 

language at the structural and discourse level. India being the most culturally and 

linguistically diverse country has the majority of population as bilinguals. Bilingualism is a 

most common area of research in India. Despite of these the linguistic proficiency is less 

discussed in the Indian literature especially giving focus to early and late bilinguals. The 

results of the existing studies also provide conflicting evidences regarding the proficiency 
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levels of bilinguals. Adding on to this most of the bilinguals shows balanced use of L1 and 

L2 for reading and writing rather than speaking. There is a dearth in the literature focusing 

written language proficiency in bilinguals. Hence the current study was carried out to find the 

effect of early and late language acquisition in writing.  

 

  AIM & OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY: 

The aim of the study was to analyze the level of written language proficiency in early and late 

bilinguals. The study was carried out with the following objectives: 

 To compare written language proficiency between early and late bilinguals in L1. 

 To compare written language proficiency between early and late bilinguals in L2. 

 To compare written language proficiency between L1 and L2 in early bilinguals. 

 To compare written language proficiency between L1 and L2 in late bilinguals. 

 

METHOD 

Tamil–English bilinguals with Tamil as first language (L1) and English as second 

language (L2) within an age range of 18 to 20 years were selected for the study. Language 

Experience and Proficiency Questionnaire (LEAP Q) was used to assess the language profiles 

of all the subjects. Using the questionnaire information’s related to age of acquisition, 

exposure to the language in different environments and current exposure to the languages 

were elicited in terms speaking, reading and understanding spoken language.  Participants 

were rated on a 10 point rating scale and 50 participants who scored 7 and above were 

recruited for the study.  

Based on their age of acquisition of L2 participants were divided into two groups. 

Participants who acquired L2 before 6 years were grouped as early bilinguals and those after 

12 years were considered as late bilinguals. All the participants were instructed to write a 

formal leave letter addressing higher officials in both the languages. The samples were re 

written by the researcher in unique handwriting to avoid bias during judgment. The re written 

samples were distributed to 3 experienced professors in Tamil and English language with a 

minimum experience of 3 years in the field.  

They expertise were instructed to rate the samples on 4 domains such as politeness, 

number of supportive moves in politeness, formality of the letter, and amount of information. 

Politeness and amount of information were rated on a 5 point Likert scale (5 – strongly agree 

to 1 – strongly disagree/5 – appropriate to 1 – inappropriate) and formality of the letter on 3 



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 4.483, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 6, Issue 8, September 2018 

 

31 
www.jiarm.com 

point Likert scale (3 – formal to 1 – difficulty to categorize). The difference in performance 

was assessed between L1 and L2 within and across group.  

 

Statistical Analysis 

 The normality of data was analyzed using Shapiro Wilk test of normality. The mean 

scores of each domains between groups were compared using Mann Whitney U test.  

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

Fifty participants were recruited for the study based on the inclusion criteria.  The 

participants who acquired Tamil as first language and English as second language before 6 

years of age was considered as early bilinguals (n=25). The participants who exposed to 

second language after the age of 12 years were considered as late bilinguals (n=25). The level 

of language proficiency was subjectively assessed through LEAP-Q. The written language 

proficiency was assessed using the formal leave letter addressing the higher officials in both 

the languages based on the domains.  

Participant’s performance was compared between groups using Man Whitney U test 

with the alpha level was set at .05. Results show no significant difference in all the 4 domains 

(politeness, number of supportive moves in politeness, formality of the letter, amount of 

information) between early and late bilinguals in L1. Both the groups performed equally in 

the task given in L1. The figure 1.0 below shows the mean scores of performance in L1 

between early and late bilinguals. 

 
 

Figure 1.0: Comparison of L1 mean scores between early and late bilinguals 

Scores of L2 was compared between early and late bilinguals and the results show 

significant difference (P<0.05) in all the 4 domains. Early bilinguals scored better than late 
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bilinguals in all the domains. The figure 1.1 below depicts the mean scores between groups in 

terms of  L2. 

  

                          Figure 1.1: Comparison of L2 mean scores between early and late bilinguals 
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Table1.0 Comparison of proficiency level between early and late bilinguals in L1 and L2 

 

 
DOMAINS 

 
BILINGUALS 

 
MEAN SCORES 

 
P VALUE 

 
Politeness (L1) 
 
 
 
 
Politeness (L2) 
 
 
 
 
No. of supportive moves 
in politeness (L1) 
 
 
 
No. of supportive moves 
in politeness (L2) 
 
 
 
Formality of the letter 
(L1) 
 
 
 
 
Formality of the letter 
(L2) 
 
 
 
 
Amount of information 
(L1) 
 
 
 
 
Amount of information 
(L2) 
 
 

 
Early 

 
Late 

 
 

Early 
 

Late 
 
 

Early 
 

Late 
 
 

Early 
 

Late 
 
 

Early 
 

Late 
 
 

Early 
 

Late 
 
 

Early 
 

Late 
 
 

Early 
 

Late 
 

 
12.36 

 
12.04 

 
 

12.60 
 

9.20 
 
 

9.88 
 

9.64 
 
 

9.68 
 

6.36 
 
 

9.00 
 

9.00 
 
 

9.00 
 

8.56 
 
 

12.76 
 

12.72 
 
 

14.32 
 

7.28 

 
 

0.636 
 
 
 
 

0.000* 
 
 
 
 

0.560 
 
 
 
 

0.000* 
 
 
 
 

1.000 
 
 
 
 

0.001* 
 
 
 
 

0.863 
 
 
 
 

0.000* 

*represents difference is significant (p<0.05) 
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     Figure1.2: Comparison of proficiency level between early and late bilinguals in L1 and L2 

            To analyze the effect of early and late acquisition in L1 and L2 scores were compared 

within group, between languages. The results reveal no significant difference between L1 and 

L2 in early bilinguals. Early bilinguals performed equally well in both the language. 

However, a significant difference in late bilinguals on all the domains between L1 and L2. 

The performance better in L1 than L2 across all the domains. 

 The results indicate that early bilinguals have enhanced written language proficiency. 

Structural differences like grey matter density were reported in the literature between early 

and late bilinguals which supports the findings of the current study. The early bilingual adults 

have a greater density of grey matter than late bilinguals, especially in the brain’s left 

hemisphere, where most language and communication skills are controlled (Mechelli et al., 

2004).  

Neuroimaging studies have suggested that second language expertise engages a 

network of cortical and subcortical brain regions, and the maturation of these areas is shaped 

by the timing of language learning (Klein et al., 1994, 1995, 2006, 2014; Berken et al, 2015). 

Studies of brain trauma, indeed, have shown that children who sustain focal brain injury in 

the perinatal period can overcome their deficits, whereas adults often cannot, suggesting that 

brain reorganization is greatest when language learning occurs early in development 

(Bates,1999). Klein et al, 2014 measured cortical thickness in early and late bilinguals and 
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showed that later L2 acquisition was associated with thicker cortex in the left Inferior Frontal 

Gyrus (IFG) and thinner cortex in the right IFG. Within the bilingual group, a significant 

positive correlation between age of L2 acquisition and cortical thickness in the left IFG and a 

negative correlation in the right IFG was observed, consistent with patterns of functional 

lateralization in bilingual adults (Hull & Vaid, 2006, 2007). Nevertheless, language 

processing requires coordinated interactions among distributed brain regions, and it is likely 

that an early language experience would also shape the connectivity profile of the IFG. In 

other words, acquiring a second language very early versus later in life might result in 

differences in neural circuitry involving the IFG because dual language input from birth 

occurs while neural networks are developing. These changes in brain structures can be 

accounted as the reason for better language proficiency in early bilinguals.  

CONCLUSION 

The study provides evidence that the written language proficiency is influenced by the 

age of acquisition. Early language acquisition results in higher written language proficiency 

than late language acquisition. The study on focused on the writing skills, hence cannot be 

generalized to other linguistic skills. Further studies can be carried out in spoken language 

proficiency among early and late bilinguals.  
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