


The Impact of Multilingualism on Portuguese Language Proficiency: A Quantitative Study of Elementary Students in Timor-Leste


Abstract
Improving proficiency in Portuguese is critical for elementary students’ learning in the multilingual context of Timor-Leste. This quantitative study aims to understand how multilingualism affects Portuguese language proficiency among Grade 5 and Grade 6 students. The sample of this study was 175 students from elementary schools in Baucau, Timor-Leste. The experiment was conducted according to the interdependence and threshold hypotheses introduced by Cummins using a validated 25-item Portuguese Language Proficiency Test and a linguistic background questionnaire. The results of the reliability test indicated that Cronbach's alpha was 0.742, and the content validity index (CVI) was 1.00, indicating satisfactory correspondence with the national standards. The results of the statistical descriptive analysis of the Portuguese proficiency test demonstrate that students’ vocabulary (M = 7.58) had a high mean score, while grammar and writing (M = 6.05) had a low mean score, which showed an unequal level of language skills. The regression analysis result shows that being multilingual is a strong predictor of Portuguese proficiency, with a moderately positive correlation (t = 7.130, p = 0.05, b = 0.477, r = 0.477, p = 0.01). It concludes that multilingual competence is a significant factor in enhancing Portuguese language proficiency among elementary school students in Timor-Leste. The study highlights the necessity to increase the efforts of mother-tongue-based multilingual education (MTB-MLE) through teacher training by using culturally competent textbooks and language-supportive policies in Timor-Leste. 
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1. Introduction
Multilingualism has become an essential aspect of people's linguistic life in today's globalised world, particularly in linguistically diverse countries such as Timor-Leste. This young country, which has a rich culture and history since winning independence in 2002, has a diverse language environment. The official languages of Timor-Leste are Tetum and Portuguese, along with various local dialects that create an animated environment for conversation. The research noted that several factors are equally important in developing cultural identity, social interaction, and the educational process, especially as the national identity and education system in Timor-Leste continue to mature (Macalister, 2024).
Portuguese supports a certain language-speaking character of students, particularly in this multicultural environment. It has been a major language in governance, education, and media since colonial times. Such an institutional role proves that it plays a significant role in the lives of the Timor-Leste people, especially those learners who are expected to see Portuguese as a formal subject at school. Another reason why learning Portuguese is important is its extensive use in educational institutions, making it not only a key language for primary-level students who study foreign languages but also a support in achieving higher educational objectives (da Fonseca et al., 2025). The implementation of the curriculum is frequently used for instruction in languages that are taught with other subjects, such as history, physics, and mathematics, making it difficult to distinguish the language learning process from other disciplines.
However, language acquisition is not easy for young learners taking Portuguese in the Timor-Leste multicultural setting, as a series of variables linked to their exposure to different languages affects the learning process (dos Reis, 2024). Many children in this country are likely to encounter both opportunities and challenges when they begin studying Portuguese formally, as most of them grow up speaking Tetum and local dialects at home. Although multilingualism may increase flexibility in thinking, metalinguistic knowledge, and cross-linguistic transfer, it may also lead to the appearance of problems like language interference. For instance, a child might use Portuguese and native languages in grammar construction or use of words, and this interference might be a major interruption in the attainment of proficiency in Portuguese. Moreover, exposure to a limited number of linguistic structures in Portuguese can delay the use of the actual aspect of the language, particularly in settings that can promote the importance of interactive and immersive learning approaches (Achaa-Amankwaa et al., 2023).
Despite the relevance of Portuguese in education and societal development in Timor-Leste, as well as its importance for elementary school students' language acquisition, there is a significant research gap regarding the impact of multilingualism on the L2 acquisition of Portuguese, particularly in the eastern part of Baucau. This is an area of concern, since the acquisition mechanism of languages in multilingual contexts is important in the development of appropriate educational policies and practices. Fixing this gap would improve language teaching, accommodate the Portuguese community, and respect their language diversity. As the nation continues to struggle with the complexities of being multilingual, such studies will be essential in the future to create a more education-friendly sector that efficiently addresses these differences.
The research aimed to explore the effects of the process of multilingual revelation on learning the Portuguese language, especially in terms of the correlation between linguistic diversity and proficiency rates among language learners as children. The method of this survey succeeded in identifying the issues that support the development of language in this setting, and the findings can be applicable in teaching and policies. This study specifically focuses on the level of multilingual experience that the students of elementary schools in Baucau have and its effect on their Portuguese language proficiency. The study also explored the impact of cognitive, social, and practical elements associated with multilingualism on the acquisition of the Portuguese language. The paper has also evaluated how the students were approaching the assignment of acquiring Portuguese in the multilingual context. Lastly, the research suggested some evidence-based guidelines that would improve learning the Portuguese language in a diverse setting.
This study was also guided by the following hypotheses:
H0: Multilingualism does not make any significant impact on learning the Portuguese language among elementary students in Baucau. 
H1: Multilingualism is a main factor that impacts the proficiency of the Portuguese language in elementary students in Baucau. 
2. Literature Review
2.1.  Theoretical Foundation
The most vital aspect of multilingual education is the existence of the threshold hypothesis proposed by Cummins (1979), which states that a learner should achieve a certain level of proficiency in the first language (L1) before he or she fully succeeds in learning the second language (L2); otherwise, the learner will become semilingual and will have a weakness in each language. Following this idea, the Developmental Interdependence Hypothesis suggests that if a learner becomes proficient at academic and cognitive language skills (CALP) in their first language (L1), they can also improve in their second language (L2) if they obtain enough practice and are motivated. Additive bilingual models are based on these hypotheses, where the development of L1 is encouraged to bridge the gap in the development of L2 (Cummins, 2000). 
The research on bilingual education stresses the strong influence that pedagogical models have on the linguistic development of learners as well as the development of their identity and academic success. One of the most frequently cited in intercultural bilingual education (IBE) is the classification of programs developed by Baker (2011), who distinguishes between transitional, maintenance, immersion, and enrichment models. Maintenance and immersion strategies are designed to help learners become bilingual without losing their first language (L1), allowing them to grow and keep both their first and second languages (L2) while also focusing on reading and writing skills in both languages and adapting their thinking. There are several studies that have tenaciously stood by the fact that additive models justify the metalinguistic understanding, academic performance, and socio-cultural identity of learners (Cummins, 2000; Cabral & Martin-Jones, 2021). Transitional and submission models, on the other hand, tend to produce subtractive bilingualism, where the acquisition of L2 displaces L1, often resulting in language loss, diminished identity, and poorer academic performance (Mohanty & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2022).
Recent understandings give prominence to translanguaging, where the language used by multilingual learners has been conceptualized as fluid and holistic, along the lines of not being broken into individual languages. Multilingual classrooms appreciate code-switching and innovative combinations of language repertoires as acceptable instructional methods (da Costa, 2021).
2.2.  Context and Policy in Timor-Leste 
Timor-Leste's language-in-education policy is solid, with a legitimate structure developed after independence. In the 2002 Constitution, Portuguese and Tetun obtain formal status as co-official languages, and the national significance of the native Mother tongue is recognised, most importantly, as part of the national identity and culture (Taylor-Leech, 2013; Macalister, 2024). This policy course of action is practical and symbolic toward nation-building in terms of building a linguistically distinct society out of decades of colonialism and aggression. In this context, Portuguese provides both a historical and diplomatic connection to the Lusophone world, while Tetun serves as a widely spoken language throughout the country (Macalister, 2024). Meanwhile, the recognition of local languages at the constitutional level is an indicator of language inclusivity and democratisation in education. In the awareness that there are dozens of languages spoken all over the country, authorities in charge of education in Timor-Leste have made it a point to codify both national unification and appreciation of linguistic diversity (UNICEF, 2024). This action is in reinforcing with the international standards that emphasise the right to education in the native languages of learners by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) and other bodies that call for this to be done as a grant of equity and cognitive advantage.
Since 2011, the Ministry of Education has piloted Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) implementation in a limited number of schools to put these constitutional values into practice based on a model multilingual transition process (Taylor-Leech, 2013). The strategy adopted was the idea of early-grade literacy within native languages like Fataluku, Galolen, or Baikeno that have become dominant in certain geographic areas. Teaching was then done using Tetun as the medium, and the language was finally switched to Portuguese in the upper level of primary school (UNICEF, 2024). The design of the program was based on international research, which has revealed that a strong base in the first language of learners improves their long-term academic performance, transfer of their first language to the second language, and development of secondary language performance and literacy (Cabral and Martin-Jones, 2021). This staged linguistic competency model is synonymous with an attempt at accommodating the role of local sociolinguistic realities to national objectives of education and slowly equipping the students to connect to the global material through the Portuguese language (Taylor-Leech, 2013). The MTB-MLE initiative has had its share of logistical and ideological issues that have persisted to inform its scaling and expansion in the nation.
2.3.  Use of the Theoretical Framework in Timor-Leste
UNESCO and UNICEF promote the EMULI (Edukasaun Multilinge) program, which implements Cummins's (1979) theories. The program will guarantee that the learners cross the threshold in L1 by implementing the literacy learning process in the child's native language to achieve additive bilingualism through Tetun or Portuguese (Ball, 2011). Assessments of EMULI have demonstrated a better result in literacy and retention in the lower classes where L1 is administered in strategic terms (UNICEF, 2024).
Tetun serves as an effective medium and mediating language, functioning not just as a safeguard but also as a valid medium that incorporates Portuguese words and forms, particularly in urban Tetun Prasa (Greksakova, 2018). The literature in ethnographies describes Timor-Leste's earlier approach, which shifted from maintaining L1 to an enrichment strategy that includes providing scaffolded instruction in the Tetun language and subsequent engagement in the Portuguese language (da Costa, 2021). The interaction in the classrooms in adulthood and early childhood education records a vivid application of a mix of languages: teachers and students switch effortlessly between the mother tongue, Tetun, Portuguese, and sometimes Indonesian. Multilingual classroom talk used in an adaptive manner is also used instead of inflexible separate-language sections and is used to explain concepts and support conceptualisations (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007).
2.4.  Evidence and Outcomes from the Last Decade
Field assessments conducted from 20141 to 2024 consistently show that students who learnt in their mother tongue during preschool and grades 1–3 perform better in basic reading skills and remain in school longer than those who directly enter Tetun or Portuguese immersion programs (Ball, 2011; UNICEF, 2024; Chainey & Cassity, 2021). Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) supports early learning in linguistically diverse settings like Timor-Leste. Further studies are needed to explore the cognitive and emotional benefits of learning a familiar language in a native environment, which helps children develop self-confidence and a strong educational foundation before being introduced to a national or global language.
However, there has been a lot of system-level investment in expanding MTB-MLE, which has involved exclusive teacher preparation in local mother tongues and Tetun, as well as bilingual material development in context-specific language teaching materials (Cabral and Martin-Jones, 2021). Although it was successful, the process of implementing it countrywide has experienced enormous obstacles. Delays in implementing the curriculum of elementary school, coupled with unequal supply of materials and trained teachers, especially after Grade 3, have deferred standard adoption of the program (Quinn, 2023; Ximenes, 2025). Furthermore, there are broader forces of language policy that complicate the implementation process. In contrast to Tetun, which is a national language, Portuguese, despite its image as a link to international identity and social mobility and its symbolic response, is presented as culturally divisive and less accessible to most communities (Mohamed, 2015; Macalister, 2024).
2.5.  Synthesis and Implications
Timor-Leste has developed a multilingual education model that emphasises the importance of additive bilingualism, based on Cummins' (1979) threshold and the interdependence frameworks of policy and practice. When teaching the mother tongue, students are guaranteed to pass the linguistic threshold required; students are able to turn to Tetun as a culturally and linguistically strategic bridge; they can speak Portuguese as a developed linguistic skill in a later stage of their academic lives (da Costa, 2021). The translanguaging approach in classrooms also supports such theories, as it enables adaptable multilingual repertoires with varying conditions. The pedagogical adaptability supports understanding and developing concepts, especially since the lexical resources in Tetun or Portuguese have not yet matured (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007).
The establishment of multilingual education in Timor-Leste is based on strong theoretical premises, including the interdependence and threshold hypotheses on multilingualism proposed by Cummins (1979). The typologies of multilingual education spearheaded by the UNESCO International Bureau of Education (IBE) and the translanguaging paradigm would help explain why instructing and educating children in their mother tongue and Tetun enriches their further acquisition of Portuguese. The research conducted from 2015 to 2025 supports additive multilingual approaches, indicating that the primary use of the mother tongue in reading enhances learning, that using Tetun is beneficial, and that these factors result in greater success in Portuguese. To achieve a sustainable and fair result, the policy and program design should be dedicated to supporting teacher education, providing multilingual resources, and guaranteeing a consistent, long-term path of education, which will ensure that all students develop the experience of theory-based practice.

3. Research Methodology
3.1.  Research Design
This study utilised a non-experimental quantitative approach. This type of research makes it easier to study real problems in social, educational, and linguistic contexts. In this type of research, questionnaires are used as an instrument for collecting data. According to Stockemer (2019), using a questionnaire survey in quantitative research is an important step in ensuring the effectiveness of the statistical analysis process. Therefore, the data in this study were measured numerically and analysed using descriptive and inferential statistical methods. Descriptive statistical analysis is an accurate method to explain the data from the survey and understand the sample in a specific situation (Kaur, Stoltzfus, & Yellapu, 2018). Besides that, inferential statistical analysis was also applied to conclude a sample in the population, and it allowed the researcher to test hypotheses and analyse relationships between variables (Casella & Berger, 2024). 
3.2.  Research Site and Sampling Method
This quantitative research used one of the probability sampling techniques, that is, the simple random sampling technique, to ensure that every participant in the target population had an equal probability of selection. This method was adopted because it helps reduce sampling bias and contributes to the representativeness of the findings for the population, as proposed by Berndt (2020). The sample included 292 elementary students who were in Grades 5 and 6 in two primary schools in Baucau Municipality, Timor-Leste, where the students were exposed to several languages, such as Tetum, Portuguese, and the two local mother languages such as Makasae and Uai-ma’a.
The frequency of the required sample was determined with the help of the formula to estimate the proportions:
 
Where N is the size of the sample that is needed, P is the assumed value of the proportion of the population that has the characteristic of interest, Z is the standard normal variable that is attributed to the confidence level that is required, and E represents the optimum acceptable margin of error. The first sample size was calculated using a 95% confidence level, which corresponds to a z-value of 1.96.
The first sample size was considered to be 167 students with an assumed population proportion of 0.50, an assumed error of 5 per cent and the assumed population proportion being 0.50. The study was conducted with a determinate population of 292 students. There is a total sample size of N=292, the finite population correction (FPC) was used, and the familiar sample size was retained at 175 students to increase the accuracy. This sample size is sufficient to achieve an effective margin of error of approximately ±4.7, which is statistically adequate for generalising the results to the target population. According to Noor, Tajik, & Golzar (2022), random sampling of the population of the two schools provided equal representation of students in both Grade 5 and Grade 6, and the activities of both languages have different linguistic backgrounds and experience in learning the Portuguese language.
3.3.  Data Collection Method
The survey questionnaire was used to collect the quantitative data, together with a test for students’ Portuguese language proficiency. A questionnaire is a research instrument that contains written statements in a systematic manner used by the researcher to obtain information from respondents that ranges from 'strongly disagree' to 'strongly agree' (Sugiyono, 2018). This tool is effective because it can allow the collection of data from many people over a short period of time, ensure data consistency, and make it easy to analyse and determine the impact of variables (Sugiyono, 2018). The questionnaire was designed to obtain information about students' linguistic background, attitudes to language learning, frequency of use of Portuguese in school and self-perception of challenges in using Portuguese. Researchers distributed the questionnaire directly to the students in two primary schools.
The Portuguese Language Proficiency Test has 25 items which have been carefully matched to the national Portuguese curriculum and which are used to measure the language skills in four key areas: vocabulary (10 items), grammar (5 items), reading comprehension (8 items) and writing (2 items). All items directly represent the authentic learning objectives and guarantee the relevance of Timor-Leste’s curriculum. Before distribution, the test had rigorous content-validation exercises conducted (Obilor & Miwari, 2022) by two qualified educators who knew the Portuguese language, so that the test was in line with the education objectives, understandable, and fair in all aspects that the test was going to measure. This framework can be taken to the practical classroom application so as to allow the instructor the chance to identify specific areas of strength (e.g., vocabulary range) and weakness (e.g., grammatical accuracy or writing coherence) in order that he/she may be able to perform specific remediation or enrichment. The test development process grants the test validity and reliability arguments; in terms of academic achievement, its content is created using standard curriculum documents, and the external assessment by experts is offered as a way of having the test judged as appropriate. When applied over time, the instrument can provide comparative information on the progress of students in proficiency in the Portuguese language. It can be used in instructional decisions as well as in overall education planning and policy.
3.4.  Data Analysis Method
3.4.1. Reliability and Normality Test
Reliability is a step to test the consistency of the questionnaire as a research tool. Therefore, this research used Cronbach's alpha with SPSS 21 software for the reliability test. When the Cronbach's alpha coefficient is ≥ 0.70, the instrument of the questionnaire is considered reliable (Sugiyono, 2018). Therefore, this study, the researchers solely employed the reliability determination criteria that the value of the alpha ≥ 0.70 to determine the reliability of data. 
Normality testing is essential to determine the normality of the distribution of data through a questionnaire. Therefore, this research used the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test method, assisted by the SPSS 21 program, to determine the normality of the data distribution (Usmadi, 2020). The rule used to test the normality of the instrument is that when the significance value is > 0.05, it means the data is considered normal. However, if the significance value is < 0.05, the research data is distributed abnormally. This measurement guarantees the normality of data distribution in this research.
3.4.2. Statistical Inferential and Correlational Analysis
The entries and the analysis were performed with the help of SPSS (Version 21), a strong, developed statistical analysis package that is frequently used in quantitative educational research due to its strength and user-friendliness (Field, 2024). Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, and frequencies) were determined to present the general picture of the multilingual profile and the levels of knowledge of the Portuguese language among the participants. These statistical measures allow determining the central tendencies and variability of the dataset and provide the scope of how the linguistic background of the participants can affect their scores. 
This study used inferential analysis, independent-samples t-tests to establish the presence of statistically significant differences in Portuguese proficiency between the groups based on multilingualism (e.g., bilingual and trilingual learners). To further examine the relationship between the multilingualism indices and the Portuguese proficiency score, the Pearson correlation coefficients were assessed. The given analysis demonstrates evidence of linear correlations between the number of languages spoken and performance in Portuguese, which makes it possible to interpret the potential linguistic benefits or interferences. These types of inferential statistics play a vital role in educational research because they allow researchers to go beyond description and make conclusions about the entire population by using sample information (Croucher and Cronn-Mills, 2021). Collectively, these processes combine descriptive and inferential methods, making it possible to make practical interpretations and evidence-based inferences regarding the impact of multilingual experiences on the Portuguese language learning performance of the primary students in Baucau. Sugiyono (2018) explained that to obtain the results of regression analysis, one should apply the criterion that when the significance value (p-value) < 0.05, the impact of X on Y is significant.
This study also applied a hypothesis test to understand the relationships and the impact of multilingualism on Portuguese language learning. According to Siregar (2017), when the significance value is less than 0.05, the null hypothesis is rejected and the alternative hypothesis is accepted. Alternatively, if the p-value is less than 0.05, one should reject H₀, indicating a significant relationship. If p-value > 0.05, accept H₀; no significant relationship. When the t-count is greater than the t-table, then H₀ should be rejected. If the t-count is greater than the t-table, then H1 is rejected.
3.4.3. Content Validity Index
The Portuguese Language Proficiency Test has a Content Validity Index (CVI) that was facilitated by expert rating to determine whether it conforms to the national curriculum. In accordance with the methodological framework proposed by Elangovan and Sundararajan (2021), two experts in the Portuguese language reviewed every test item for relevance, clarity, and representativeness on a four-point Likert scale. The analysis of their ratings was conducted to calculate both the Item-Level CVI (I-CVI) and the Scale-Level CVI (S-CVI), which means the level of agreement between experts on the adequacy of its content. This intensive testing procedure further guaranteed that every item reflected the desired language competencies of the curriculum, such as vocabulary, grammar, reading, and writing, which further improved the content reliability and consistency of the instrument. In line with the validation procedures outlined by Du, Alias, and Wahab (2025), the computed CVI scores beyond the 0.80 mark corresponded to high content validity and thus validated the fact that the test was effective in measuring what it was meant to measure, Portuguese proficiency constructs.
3.4.4. Ethical Consideration
The research adhered to ethical guidelines when involving children (Head, 2020). The Institutional Research Ethics Committee of ICFP gave its approval. Although the Institute for Continuing and Further Professional Development (ICFP) has a close association with schools as one of the partners in the field of educational activities. The formal acknowledgement letters were issued to the school leaders by the ICFP Research Ethics Commission as a guarantee of transparency and ethical integrity. The teachers who are responsible for the students in grades 5 and 6 were approached, and informed consent was taken in writing, and verbal consent was taken with the students. To maintain confidentiality, the participants were given numeric IDs, and no personal identities were mentioned in the data set. Participation was voluntary, and the students could withdraw at any time without penalty. All the data was kept safely in a password-secured file, inaccessible by other members of the research team.
4. Results
4.1.  Content Validity Index 
The content validity test results are presented in the table as follows.
Table 1: Summary of content validity index
	Component
	Number of items
	Average I-CVI (S-CVI)
	Interpretation 

	Vocabulary
	10
	1.00
	Excellent content validity 

	Grammar
	5
	1.00
	Excellent content validity 

	Reading 
	8
	1.00
	Excellent content validity 

	Writing
	2
	1.00
	Excellent content validity 

	Overal scale
	25
	1.00
	Excellent content validity 


Both experts rated everything as quite relevant or highly relevant (3 and 4 scores). The item-cvi (I-CVI) = 1.00 for every item, and the scale-cvi (S-CVI) = 1.00, indicating that all the test elements (vocabulary, grammar, reading, and writing) are content-validated and applicable to the Portuguese language learning goals.
4.2.  Reliability Test Results
The results from the reliability test used Cronbach’s alpha method are presented in the table as follows.
Table 2: Reliability statistic result
	Reliability Statistics

	Cronbach's Alpha
	Item 
	Decision

	0.742
	25
	Reliable


The reliability test results in this table indicate that Cronbach's alpha is valued at 0.742. Therefore, the classification of values indicates that the items are reasonable and consistent for data collection. Additionally, the criterion states that if Cronbach’s alpha value is > 0.60 indicates reliability. Therefore, the result in the table shows reliability that Cronbach’s alpha value at 0742 > 0.60. 
4.3.  Normality Test Results
The normality test was conducted through the SPSS 21 program and the results of the normality test using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test are presented as follows.
Table 3: Normality test result
	One-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test

	
	Unstandardized Residual

	N
	175

	Normal Parametersa,b
	Mean
	.0000000

	
	Std. Deviation
	7.81090922

	Most Extreme Differences
	Absolute
	.068

	
	Positive
	.048

	
	Negative
	-.068

	Kolmogorov-Smirnov Z
	.906

	Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed)
	.385

	


The outcome of one sample test of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test indicates that the data follow the normality assumption. A sample size of 175 indicates that the mean of unstandardised residuals is 0.000 with a standard deviation of 7.81, suggesting that the residuals are symmetrically distributed around the mean of 0.000. The statistic value of Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) obtained (Z = 0.906), having an Asymptotic Significance (p = 0.385), is greater than the traditional alpha of 0.05, and the difference between the observed data distribution and a normal distribution is not significant. The null hypothesis of normality is thus accepted, meaning that the residual values follow the normal distribution and the data are suitable to analyse it more using other parametric tests like regression.
4.4.  Statistical Descriptive Analysis Results
The results of the descriptive analysis using SPSS 21 are as follows.
Table 4: Descriptive statistic Result
	Descriptive Statistics

	
	N
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	
	Statistic
	Statistic
	Statistic
	Statistic
	Std. Error
	Statistic

	Vocabulary
	175
	1
	11
	7.58
	0.176
	2.333

	Grammar
	175
	0
	5
	1.65
	0.119
	1.579

	Reading
	175
	0
	16
	4.51
	0.159
	2.098

	Writing
	175
	0
	2
	0.68
	0.065
	0.865

	Total score
	175
	1
	26
	14.42
	0.394
	5.206

	Valid N (listwise)
	175
	
	
	
	
	



As revealed in the descriptive analysis table, 175 students undertook the Portuguese proficiency test, which measured four areas of vocabulary, grammar, reading, and writing. The findings show that students have done best in vocabulary (M = 7.58, SD = 2.33), with 1-11 scores, which implies a rather adequate understanding of word knowledge. The average reading score was moderate (M = 4.51, SD = 2.10), while the scores for grammar (M = 1.65, SD = 1.58) and writing (M = 0.68, SD = 0.87) were lower, indicating that students face more difficulties in these areas. The overall score in all domains was 1 to 26, with a mean of 14.42 (SD = 5.21), which implies that there was overall moderate proficiency among the learners, although there was a wide range of differences between the students. These findings indicate that vocabulary learning is better, but grammar and writing require greater instructional attention to enhance the overall competency of students in the Portuguese language.

4.5.  Simple Regression Linear and Correlational Analysis Results
The result of the simple regression linear in table five and correlational analysis in table six was assisted by the SPSS 21 program, and its results are reported in the following table.
Table 5: Coefficients Analysis
	Coefficientsa

	Model
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	Sig.

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	
	

	1
	(Constant)
	6.781
	3.465
	
	1.957
	0.052

	
	Multilingual
	0.770
	0.108
	0.477
	7.130
	0.000



According to the results of the simple linear regression analysis, the t-value of the multilingualism variable (7.130) is more than the t-table value (1.654) with a significance level of 0.000, which is lower than the 0.05. This study shows that multilingualism significantly and positively affects the learning of the Portuguese language. The unstandardised coefficient (B = 0.770) demonstrates that when multilingual ability increases by one unit, performance in the Portuguese language increases by 0.770 units; other factors are held constant. Furthermore, the standardised coefficient (Beta = 0.477) implies a medium positive impact that multilingual competence has on significantly enhancing the proficiency level of students in speaking Portuguese. 
Therefore, the alternative hypothesis (H1) is accepted because the significance level is 0.000 < 0.05 and the t-count is 7.130 > 1.654 (t-table). These results indicate that students who were more exposed to and experienced in multilingual contexts and skills did better in learning Portuguese.
Table 6: Correlations Analysis result
	Correlations

	
	Multilingual
	Portuguese Language

	Multilingual
	Pearson Correlation
	1
	0.477

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	
	0.000

	
	N
	175
	175

	Portuguese Language
	Pearson Correlation
	0.477
	1

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000
	

	
	N
	175
	175

	Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).


The results of the correlational analysis indicate that multilingualism and Portuguese language proficiency have a moderately positive relationship among the 175 subjects. The correlation coefficient (r = 0.477) indicates that as students' multilingual skills increase, their mastery level of the Portuguese language is also likely to increase. This correlation is significant to the 0.01 level (2-tailed) with a p-value of 0.000, which means there is less than a 1% chance that this correlation happened by chance. Thus, the statistics indicate that multilingual students have a high chance of standing out in learning the Portuguese language. Educationally, these results would mean that learning and exposure to more than one language could lead to cognitive and linguistic transfer, which can improve the outcome of learning Portuguese.
4.6.  Discussion
The results of this research show that multilingualism plays a significant positive role in determining the level of student mastery of the Portuguese language in Baucau, Timor-Leste. The regression analysis showed that the multilingual ability was a significant predictor of Portuguese performance (t = 7.130, p < 0.05) and the standardised coefficient was 0.477, a moderate positive effect. This result confirms the threshold and developmental interdependence hypotheses of Cummins (1979, 2000), which opine that cognitive and academic language mastery in the first language (L1) simplifies the second language (L2) acquisition. The finding is also consistent with the literature that indicates that the additive multilingual setting leads to increased metalinguistic awareness, cross-linguistic transfer, and communicative flexibility (Cabral & Martin-Jones, 2021; Achaa-Amankwaa et al., 2023). The multilingualism of students exposed to Tetun, Portuguese, and a local dialect of Makasae and Uai-ma'a lets the students enjoy a rich linguistic environment which enhances cognitive control and encourages more in-depth knowledge of linguistic structures.
In addition, the correlational analysis result demonstrates a significant relationship between multilingualism and Portuguese language proficiency (r=0.447, p<0.01). It suggests that students with higher competence in multilingualism tend to achieve better Portuguese language learning. This indicates that experience with multiple languages enhances linguistic awareness, intellectual flexibility, and linguistic transmission, and all of these can facilitate second language achievement. This finding sustains Cummins’ (1979) interdependence hypothesis that proficiency in one language can support learning another language. Consequently, promoting multilingual education can be an effective strategy for improving students’ Portuguese language mastery in Timor-Leste's diverse language context of elementary school.
Nonetheless, the descriptive findings point to unequal skills in the four language domains, the highest being the vocabulary scores and the lowest being writing and grammar. The tendency indicates that although multilingualism improves the general understanding and the learning of words, such formalities as syntax and written expression still need to be reinforced in Portuguese. The existing findings confirm the usefulness of the Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) model in Timor-Leste that presupposes the local language replacement by Tetun, followed by Portuguese as an additive process (Taylor-Leech, 2013; UNICEF, 2024). Moreover, the content validity level is high (CVI = 1.00), and the level of test consistency is high (Cronbach's alpha = 0.742), which proves that the Portuguese proficiency tool was able to adequately measure the conceptualised linguistic constructs. As a whole, the evidence points to the fact that strategic multilingual teaching may be used as a means to improve the results of Portuguese learning, as long as teachers have access to adequate training and multilingual resources.
5. Conclusion
This research concludes that multilingual competence is an important factor in enhancing the learning of the Portuguese language among elementary school students in Timor-Leste, especially in the Baucau Municipality. This statistical data demonstrates that multilingualism positively influences Portuguese proficiency, supporting the hypothesis that students exposed to multiple languages strengthen their skills in learning new linguistic systems. The study highlights that the psychological individuality fostered by Tetun, local dialects (Makasa’e and Uai-ma’a), and Portuguese encourages flexibility, vocabulary development, and comprehension. However, the outcomes also indicate weaknesses in grammar and writing, suggesting a need to discuss instructional strategies that should focus more on productive language practice.
These findings in the educational field support the need to maintain and increase the policies of the Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual education in Timor-Leste. Flavoring multilingualism should be encouraged so that there is a balance in the language development without losing cultural identity. The teacher desires to gain multilingual pedagogical skills and curriculum-based materials to enhance the cross-linguistic assignment and literacy outcomes. Overall, the study provides empirical evidence supporting both the theoretical and practical benefits of acquiring multiple languages within a post-conflict, multilingual community, aligning with current research on language generality and educational equity globally.
Recommendations 
The following recommendations aim to enhance Portuguese language learning within the context of multilingual education in Timor-Leste. 
1. The Ministry of Education and educational organisations should intensify professional development programmes for the teachers, which focus on multilingual pedagogy that includes consistent training on how to use the first languages of the students, Tetun and local dialects, as scaffolding tools for them to learn Portuguese. 
2. Curriculum designers must align their materials and assessments with the multilingual realities of Timorese classrooms. Linguistic and conceptual differences can be overcome by using culturally relevant resources that include examples from students' native languages, helping them to have meaningful and inclusive learning experiences. 
3. The schools need to create a linguistic environment that motivates students to use Portuguese through participation in reading clubs, debates, and writing activities, where they receive support from their peers to improve their grammar and writing skills.
4. School-community partnerships and local education authorities' collaboration are essential for sustaining the Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) program by co-owning and positioning it effectively.
Future studies will involve conducting longitudinal and mixed-method research to track changes in multilingual competence across various grades and geographical regions in Timor-Leste. The beliefs of teachers, their classroom language practices, and the issues related to policy implementation will be further researched to develop a more profound understanding of the effectiveness of multilingual instruction. 
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