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ABSTRACT Emerging bilingual development among EFL learners involves both linguistic development and 

cognitive regulation during communication. However, previous studies have often examined these dimensions 

separately, particularly in Indonesian higher education contexts. Understanding the interaction between linguistic 

and cognitive development is important because bilingual learning involves not only language proficiency but 

also attentional regulation and communication management. This study investigates how linguistic competencies 

and cognitive regulation interact in the development of emerging bilingual competence among Indonesian EFL 

university students, addressing the limited integration of linguistic and cognitive perspectives in bilingual 

development research. This study employed a qualitative multiple case study approach involving 15 EFL students 

representing different proficiency levels. Data were collected through interviews, classroom observations, and 

documentation and analyzed thematically. The findings revealed differences in both linguistic and cognitive 

development across participant groups. Beginner learners demonstrated stronger first-language influence, 

pronunciation difficulties, limited vocabulary, and simplified grammatical structures. Intermediate learners 

showed improved grammatical awareness and communicative flexibility, although inconsistencies remained 

during spontaneous communication. More advanced learners demonstrated greater syntactic complexity, semantic 

flexibility, and confidence in communication, although traces of first-language influence persisted. Across 

participant groups, attentional regulation, working memory, and language control played important roles in 

supporting vocabulary retrieval, communication management, and language production. The findings imply that 

EFL instruction should incorporate proficiency-sensitive strategies and cognitive support to facilitate emerging 
bilingual development among university learners. However, the findings should be interpreted within the context 

of the study’s small sample size, qualitative design, and the absence of standardized proficiency measures. 
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INTRODUCTION 

English proficiency has become increasingly important in Indonesian higher education, 

particularly as university students are required to engage with global academic communication 

and professional opportunities. Indonesia’s linguistic landscape is uniquely complex, 

characterized by the coexistence of more than 700 living languages (Sukyadi & Hamied, 2020). 

Within this superglossic context, learners typically acquire Indonesian as the national language 

before engaging with English as a foreign language, resulting in continuous interaction among 

multiple linguistic systems (Lauder, 2008). As Sukyadi and Hamied (2020) note, English has 

increasingly assumed the role of a new high variety and center of normativity, intensifying 

linguistic negotiation and identity positioning among Indonesian learners. Within 

contemporary bilingualism research, bilingual competence is increasingly viewed as a 

developmental continuum rather than a fixed state of balanced proficiency. Learners who 

regularly engage with more than one language may demonstrate varying degrees of bilingual 

competence depending on their exposure, language use, and communicative experiences. In 

the Indonesian EFL context, university students frequently draw upon both Indonesian and 

English during academic and communicative activities. Although they may not possess native-

like proficiency in both languages, they are known as developing emerging bilingual 

competence. This perspective allows bilingual development to be examined as a gradual 

linguistic process and cognitive growth rather than as complete bilingual mastery. 

 Within this multilingual context, English acquisition requires learners to negotiate 

multiple linguistic systems simultaneously, involving continuous interaction between first-

language knowledge and second-language development (Basalaeva, 2025; Ortiz & Cehelyk, 

2024). Previous research indicates that second language acquisition is strongly influenced by 
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learners’ prior linguistic knowledge and proficiency, suggesting that the development of 

emerging bilingual competence is shaped by both linguistic transfer and cognitive regulation. 

Consequently, the development of bilingual abilities among EFL learners involves sustained 

linguistic, cognitive, and sociocultural adjustment rather than linear progression. 

 Li (2024) explains that second language development is influenced by the interaction 

between linguistic competence and cognitive control mechanisms, including attentional 

regulation and language management during communication. Similarly, Olkkonen et al. (2024) 

emphasize that bilingual learners develop language proficiency alongside cognitive processing 

abilities during communication. In addition, cross-linguistic interaction between the first 

language and the target language plays a significant role in shaping learners’ language 

development across different linguistic domains. These perspectives indicate that bilingual 

second language acquisition toward emerging bilingual competence is a dynamic and 

multidimensional process involving the interaction between linguistic and cognitive factors. 

 From a developmental perspective, emerging bilingual development involves the 

interaction between cross-linguistic influence, cognitive regulation, and proficiency 

development (Basalaeva, 2025). Recent perspectives on bilingualism suggest that bilingual 

competence should not be limited to balanced or native-like proficiency in two languages. 

Rather, language learners who actively use more than one language for communication may 

also be viewed within a bilingual framework. English language learners often negotiate their 

identities and language abilities through the use of both their first language and English, 

indicating that bilingual competence can develop gradually through continued language 

learning and use (Wang, 2024). Therefore, in the present study, bilingualism is understood as 

the developing ability of learners to use both Indonesian and English for communication across 

academic and social contexts. 

 McManus (2022) argues that cross-linguistic influence affects learners’ phonological, 

syntactic, morphological, and semantic performance, while Tang (2024) explains that cognitive 

control supports attentional management and language selection during communication. 

Recent research has expanded the understanding of bilingualism beyond balanced or native-

like proficiency. In multilingual educational contexts, learners who use their first language 

while developing competence in an additional language may be viewed as emerging bilinguals. 

For example, Walla (2024) described Norwegian students learning English as a second 

language as emerging bilinguals because they actively engaged with both Norwegian and 

English during language learning and communication (Walla & Walla, 2025). Similarly, 

Indonesian EFL learners regularly draw upon both Indonesian and English in academic and 

communicative contexts. Therefore, this study adopts the concept of emerging bilingual 

competence to examine how learners develop linguistic and cognitive abilities while using and 

learning both languages. 

 Although the participants in this study are EFL learners rather than balanced bilinguals, the 

study adopts a developmental perspective that views bilingual competence as gradually 

emerging through continued exposure to and use of multiple languages. Therefore, the focus 

of this study is not on claiming fully developed bilingualism but on examining how linguistic 

and cognitive abilities develop as learners increasingly engage with English alongside 

Indonesian. 

 Accordingly, this study is guided by the following research questions: (1) How do 

linguistic competencies develop across different proficiency levels among EFL students at 

Muhammadiyah University Tangerang? (2) How do cognitive factors, particularly attentional 

regulation and language control, support the development of emerging bilingual competence 

across proficiency levels? By examining bilingual acquisition, the development of emerging 

bilingual competence across multiple proficiency stages, this study contributes to bilingualism 

research by connecting cognitive regulation with observable linguistic development in 

Indonesian higher education contexts. The findings are expected to inform pedagogical 

practices and curriculum design, offering empirically grounded insights into how English 
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instruction can be optimized to support learners at different stages of bilingual development in 

Indonesian higher education. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Emerging Bilingualism and Bilingual Competence 

 Emerging bilingualism refers to the gradual development of the ability to use more than 

one language for communication. Contemporary perspectives on bilingualism no longer view 

bilingualism as a fixed category that requires native-like proficiency in two languages. Instead, 

bilingual competence is increasingly understood as a continuum that develops through 

language exposure, language use, and communicative experience (Kremin & Byers-heinlein, 

2021). Furthermore, multilingual and bilingual abilities are viewed as dynamic resources that 

evolve as learners engage with multiple languages across different educational and social 

contexts (Cross et al., 2022). From this perspective, EFL learners may be understood as 

developing emerging bilingual competence because they actively use and manage both their 

first language and English during communication and learning processes. Therefore, bilingual 

development in the present study is conceptualized as a gradual process of linguistic and 

cognitive growth rather than the attainment of complete or balanced bilingual proficiency 

(Kremin & Byers-heinlein, 2021).  

 

Bilingual Cognitive Control and Language Regulation  

Bialystok’s (2017) Bilingual Cognitive Control Theory explains that bilingual language 

use involves executive control mechanisms responsible for attentional regulation, inhibitory 

control, working memory, and language switching during communication. According to 

Bialystok’s (2017) Bilingual Cognitive Control Theory, bilingual individuals continuously 

manage two competing language systems through executive control processes such as 

inhibitory control, attentional shifting, and working memory regulation. These mechanisms 

allow bilingual speakers to select the target language while suppressing interference from the 

non-target language. From this perspective, bilingual learners must constantly activate and 

inhibit competing language systems depending on communicative demands, a process that 

directly influences language development and learning efficiency.  

Based on the theories discussed above, the present study focuses on several linguistic 

and cognitive factors related to the development of emerging bilingual competence among EFL 

university students. The linguistic factors examined in this study include phonological, 

morphological, syntactic, and semantic development, particularly in relation to learners’ 

language production and communication performance. Meanwhile, the cognitive factors 

explored in this study involve attentional regulation, working memory, inhibitory control, and 

language management during bilingual communication. These factors were selected because 

they are closely connected to the research objectives and reflect the development of emerging 

bilingual competence in EFL learning contexts. Olkkonen et al. (2024) and Grose-Hodge et al. 

(2024) suggest that bilingual learners with stronger attentional control and working memory 

tend to demonstrate greater fluency, faster lexical retrieval, and more efficient language 

management during second language communication  
 These cognitive components help learners manage different languages, especially when 

they need to focus, remember, and switch between languages during communication. 

Attentional regulation allows learners to maintain sustained focus on English use while 

inhibiting interference from the first language. Working memory supports the temporary 

storage and manipulation of lexical items and grammatical structures during language 

production, while language control enables learners to appropriately switch between languages 

according to communicative demands. Together, these cognitive mechanisms shape how 

bilingual learners process, produce, and regulate language throughout the developmental 

process of becoming bilingual (Bialystok, 2017). 
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Cross-Linguistic Influence in Second Language Development  

 Alongside cognitive regulation, bilingual development is also influenced by cross-

linguistic interaction, where learners’ first language affects second-language processing and 

production across multiple linguistic domains. Contemporary second language acquisition 

research conceptualizes this interaction as cross-linguistic influence (CLI), which affects 

phonological production, morphological formation, syntactic organization, lexical selection, 

and semantic interpretation during second language use (Lababa, 2024). In EFL contexts, CLI 

is commonly reflected through pronunciation difficulties, direct translation patterns, 

grammatical interference, and semantic transfer, which frequently appear during different 

stages of bilingual development. 
 Recent studies further that CLI extends beyond phonological, morphological, and 

syntactic dimensions to include semantic transfer, which plays a crucial role in lexical choice, 

meaning construction, and pragmatic interpretation in bilingual learners (Ballera & Beup, 

2025; Basalaeva, 2025; Mcmanus, 2022). From this perspective, learners’ first language 

influences not only how forms are structured but also how meanings are conceptualized and 

expressed in the target language. 

 

Linguistic Development among Emerging Bilingual Learners 

 Linguistic development among emerging bilingual learners occurs across several 

interconnected domains, including phonological, morphological, syntactic, and semantic 

development. These domains represent essential components of language competence that 

develop gradually as learners gain greater exposure to and experience with the target language. 

Recent studies suggest that second language development progresses across these linguistic 

domains at different rates depending on learners’ proficiency, language exposure, and 

communicative experience (Basalaeva, 2025). Furthermore, McManus (2022) explains that 

cross-linguistic influence affects phonological, morphological, syntactic, and semantic 

performance throughout the language learning process.  

Phonological development refers to learners’ ability to perceive, produce, and 

distinguish sounds in the target language, which is often influenced by the first language sound 

system in EFL contexts. Cross-linguistic influence frequently affects learners’ pronunciation 

because phonological patterns from the first language are often transferred to the second 

language (McManus, 2022). Meanwhile, morphological development is closely related to 

learners’ increasing awareness of grammatical rules and their ability to apply these rules during 

communication (Basalaeva, 2025). In addition, syntactic competence develops progressively 

as learners move from simple sentence patterns toward more complex grammatical 

constructions in the target language (Liu, 2023). Semantic development concerns learners’ 

ability to understand, select, and use vocabulary appropriately beyond vocabulary size and 

includes the ability to interpret meaning, distinguish lexical nuances, and select contextually 

appropriate expressions. McManus (2022) argues that cross-linguistic influence can affect 

semantic development when learners transfer meanings directly from their first language into 

the target language. As proficiency develops, learners generally demonstrate greater lexical 

flexibility and more accurate meaning construction across different communicative situations. 

Therefore, understanding each linguistic domain is important for examining how emerging 

bilingual competence develops among EFL learners.  
 

Developmental Nature of Emerging Bilingual Competence 

 Other bilingualism perspectives no longer view cross-linguistic influence solely as 

negative interference, but as part of a developmental restructuring process that changes as 

learners’ proficiency increases. Empirical studies have demonstrated that structural differences 

between languages can initially hinder target language accuracy but may also facilitate learning 

as proficiency increases (Alfaifi & Saleem, 2024; Rafli & Murtadho, 2025).  

Liu (2023) and Ballera and Beup (2025) explain that Bilingual development is 

characterized by uneven and non-linear progression, where certain linguistic skills may 
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develop faster than others depending on exposure, language dominance, learning experience, 

and cognitive adaptation. Research on the development of bilingual competence indicates that 

learners often display asymmetrical proficiency development, where certain language skills 

progress faster than others depending on initial language dominance and exposure (Liu, 2023). 

These findings suggest that bilingual proficiency develops gradually and cumulatively, with 

stronger linguistic systems influencing weaker ones through cross-language transfer (Ballera 

& Beup, 2025). Importantly, this perspective underscores that bilingual competence is dynamic 

and continuously reshaped across stages of learning. 

Transitional instability frequently occurs during intermediate stages, as learners begin 

integrating grammatical knowledge with communicative performance while still relying 

partially on first-language structures (Liu, 2023). Although sociocultural factors such as 

motivation, identity, and language exposure have been recognized as important influences on 

bilingual development (Li, 2024; Ma, 2022), they are beyond the scope of the present study. 

Therefore, this study focuses specifically on linguistic competencies and cognitive regulation 

as the primary dimensions of emerging bilingual development among EFL university students. 

 

Previous Studies on Linguistic and Cognitive Dimensions of Bilingual Development 

 Previous studies have examined bilingual development from both linguistic and 

cognitive perspectives. Liu (2023) investigated the development of bilingual competence and 

reported that language proficiency develops gradually across different linguistic domains. 

Similarly, Wong and Tian (2022) emphasized the importance of bilingual communication 

experiences in supporting language development. Other studies have explored the role of cross-

linguistic interaction in shaping bilingual performance and language learning outcomes (Alfaifi 

& Saleem, 2024). From a cognitive perspective, Olkkonen et al. (2024) highlighted the 

contribution of attentional regulation and lexical processing to second language fluency, while 

Grose-Hodge et al. (2024) demonstrated the relationship between cognitive factors and 

bilingual language achievement. These studies suggest that linguistic development and 

cognitive regulation are both important components of bilingual competence. 

 However, most previous studies tend to focus on either linguistic outcomes or cognitive 

processes separately. Limited research has examined how linguistic competencies and 

cognitive abilities develop simultaneously among EFL learners, particularly across different 

stages of proficiency development within the same educational context. 

 

Research Gap and Conceptual Framework 
 Although previous studies have contributed to understanding bilingual development, 

several limitations remain. First, many studies focus primarily on isolated linguistic outcomes 

such as grammar, vocabulary, or pronunciation without examining the cognitive processes that 

support language development. Second, studies investigating cognitive regulation often 

emphasize attentional control or executive functions without directly connecting these 

processes to observable linguistic development. Third, limited research has adopted a 

developmental comparative perspective to examine how linguistic and cognitive dimensions 

evolve across different proficiency levels among EFL learners within the same educational 

setting. 

 To address these gaps, the present study integrates linguistic and cognitive perspectives 

within a developmental framework of emerging bilingual competence. Specifically, the study 

examines how phonological, morphological, syntactic, and semantic development interact with 

attentional regulation, working memory, inhibitory control, and language management among 

Indonesian EFL university students. By comparing learners at different stages of English 

language learning, this study seeks to provide a more comprehensive understanding of 

emerging bilingual development in higher education contexts. 
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RESEARCH METHODS 

Research Design 

 This study employed a qualitative multiple case study design to explore bilingual 

development among Indonesian EFL university students. A qualitative approach was selected 

to obtain an in-depth understanding of learners’ linguistic and cognitive experiences across 

different proficiency levels, while the multiple case study design enabled cross-level 

comparison among beginner, intermediate, and advanced learners (Isik, 2025; K.Yin, 2018).  

 

Research Participant 

 The participants consisted of 15 students from the English Education Study Program at 

Muhammadiyah University Tangerang during the 2024/2025 academic year. Purposive 

sampling was employed to select participants from second-, fourth-, and sixth-semester 

cohorts. These participants were subsequently grouped into beginner, intermediate, and 

advanced developmental categories based on their observed linguistic and cognitive 

performance during interviews and classroom observations.(Creswell, 2018).  

Participant classification was conducted after the initial data collection process, 

including interviews and classroom observations. Rather than relying on a standardized 

language proficiency test, participants were grouped based on their observed linguistic and 

cognitive performance. Linguistic indicators included vocabulary range, grammatical 

complexity, pronunciation, fluency, and communication effectiveness, while cognitive 

indicators included attentional regulation, language control, self-monitoring, and 

communication management during language use. CEFR descriptors were used only as a 

supporting reference for interpreting linguistic performance and were not employed to assign 

formal CEFR proficiency levels. Based on these indicators, participants were categorized into 

beginner, intermediate, and advanced developmental groups to facilitate cross-case 

comparison. Therefore, these categories should be understood as developmental groupings 

rather than official CEFR classifications. 
 

Table 1: Coding rubric for developmental participant grouping 

Group Linguistic Indicators Cognitive Indicators 

Beginner Limited vocabulary, simple sentence 

construction, frequent pronunciation difficulties, 

strong reliance on direct translation 

Frequent hesitation, reliance on L1 

support, difficulty maintaining attention 

during communication 

Intermediate Increased vocabulary range, emerging 

grammatical accuracy, occasional code-

switching, improved sentence complexity 

Better attentional regulation, partial 

language control, reduced hesitation 

during communication 

Advanced Greater fluency, more complex sentence 

structures, broader vocabulary use, improved 

semantic flexibility 

More efficient language management, 

stronger attentional control, greater 

communicative confidence 

 The indicators presented in Table 1 were used as analytical criteria during interviews 

and classroom observations. Participant grouping was not intended to establish formal 

proficiency levels but rather to identify developmental tendencies in linguistic and cognitive 

performance across different stages of English language learning. The categorization was 

derived from recurring patterns observed in participants’ language use, communication 

behavior, and cognitive regulation during learning activities. 

Data Collection 

 Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, and 

supporting documentation. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore participants’ 

perceptions of bilingual development, language use, and cognitive challenges during English 

learning. Classroom observations were used to identify linguistic performance, interaction 

patterns, and language-switching behavior in authentic learning contexts. Supporting 
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documentation included students’ academic materials and classroom records relevant to 

language learning activities.  

Classroom observations were conducted during regular English learning sessions. The 

observations focused on students’ language use, participation in classroom interactions, code-

switching behavior, vocabulary use, grammatical performance, attentional focus, and 

communication management. Observation data were recorded through structured field notes 

based on the linguistic and cognitive indicators established in the study framework. These 

observations were subsequently compared with interview data to support participant 

classification and data triangulation. 

 

Data Analysis  

 Data were analyzed using thematic analysis following the interactive model of Miles, 

Huberman, and Saldaña (2014), involving data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing 

(Huberman, 2014). The analysis began with verbatim transcription of interview recordings and 

observation notes. The researchers conducted open coding by identifying meaningful segments 

related to linguistic development and cognitive regulation. Similar codes were then grouped 

into categories such as vocabulary development, grammatical development, attentional 

regulation, and language control. These categories were subsequently organized into broader 

themes representing linguistic factors and cognitive factors. Cross-case comparisons were 

conducted across beginner, intermediate, and advanced groups to identify recurring patterns 

and developmental differences. 

 The analysis began with transcription of interview recordings and observation notes. 

Open coding was first conducted to identify meaningful units related to linguistic development 

and cognitive regulation. Similar codes were then grouped into broader categories representing 

phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic, attentional regulation, working memory, and 

language control factors. Subsequently, thematic patterns were developed by comparing 

categories across participant groups. The resulting themes were continuously reviewed and 

refined through repeated examination of the data to ensure consistency and alignment with the 

research questions. 

 To enhance analytical transparency, a coding framework was developed based on the 

study’s linguistic and cognitive indicators derived from the interview and observation 

instruments. Each factor was assigned a specific code and used to classify recurring patterns 

identified in the data. The coding framework is presented in Table 2. 

Table 2: Qualitative Coding Framework for Cognitive and Linguistic Factors Affecting English Speaking 
Cognitive Factor Code Sample Finding 

Attentional Regulation ATT Students reported difficulty maintaining focus when speaking 

English for extended periods. 

Working Memory WM Students frequently forgot vocabulary during spontaneous 

communication. 

Task Switching / Language 

Control 

TS Students switched to Indonesian when unable to express ideas in 

English. 

Linguistic Factor Code Sample Finding 

Phonological Transfer PHO Students acknowledged that their pronunciation remained influenced 

by an Indonesian accent. 

Morphological Challenges MOR Students reported difficulties using tenses and verb forms correctly. 

Syntactic Interference SYN Students admitted translating Indonesian sentence patterns into 

English. 

Semantic Issues SEM Students often selected grammatically correct words that did not fit 

the intended meaning. 

 Following the coding process, similar codes were grouped into broader categories and 

subsequently organized into two major themes: Linguistic Factors and Cognitive Factors. The 

Linguistic Factors theme consisted of phonological transfer (PHO), morphological challenges 

(MOR), syntactic interference (SYN), and semantic issues (SEM). Meanwhile, the Cognitive 
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Factors theme included attentional regulation (ATT), working memory (WM), and task 

switching/language control (TS). These themes were then compared across participant groups 

to identify patterns, similarities, and differences in the development of emerging bilingual 

competence.   

 

Trustworthiness and Ethical Consideration 
 To ensure trustworthiness, methodological triangulation was applied by comparing 

interview, observation, and documentation data. Member checking was conducted to confirm 

the accuracy of participants’ responses and interpretations. Cross-case analysis was also 

employed to compare findings across different proficiency groups and strengthen analytical 

consistency (Creswell, 2018). To enhance analytical credibility, coding decisions were 

reviewed repeatedly throughout the analysis process. The consistency of thematic 

categorization was strengthened through comparison of interview, observation, and 

documentation data, ensuring that themes reflected recurring patterns across multiple sources. 

 All participants voluntarily agreed to participate in this study and provided informed 

consent prior to data collection. Participant identities were anonymized using coded labels 

(e.g., R1, R2) to maintain confidentiality and protect personal information throughout the 

research process. 
 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Findings 

Linguistic Development Across Proficiency Levels 

 The results show that students’ linguistic competencies develop progressively across 

semesters, although the development is not strictly linear. The development observed in this 

study covers phonological, morphological, syntactic, and semantic aspects, which evolve 

differently across proficiency levels. Based on the classification of participants, 33.3% of the 

respondents are categorized as beginner learners, 33.3% as intermediate learners, and 33.3% 

as advanced learners. This distribution reflects the composition of participants across different 

semester levels, including second semester (beginner), fourth semester (intermediate), and 

sixth semester (advanced). The balanced distribution allows for a clearer comparison of 

linguistic and cognitive development across different stages of becoming bilingual. 

 Participants were grouped into beginner, intermediate, and advanced developmental 

categories based on their observed linguistic and cognitive performance during interviews and 

classroom observations. These categories were used to facilitate comparison across participant 

groups and should be understood as developmental groupings rather than formal proficiency 

classifications. 

 

Linguistic Development of Beginner Level Learners  

 Students in the second semester can be categorized as beginner learners (A1–A2 level), 

as they demonstrate strong first language interference, particularly in pronunciation and basic 

sentence construction. Most participants relied on direct translation from Indonesian and 

experienced difficulty producing unfamiliar English sounds. This is reflected in the following 

responses: 

“I usually translate from Indonesian first before speaking.” (R2, Semester 2) 

“Some English words are difficult to pronounce.” (R4, Semester 2) 

 Classroom observations further revealed difficulties across several linguistic domains. 

At the phonological level, learners frequently hesitated when pronouncing unfamiliar 

consonant clusters and vowel sounds. Morphologically, students often omitted grammatical 

markers and demonstrated limited control of verb forms. Syntactically, direct translation from 

Indonesian frequently resulted in non-target-like sentence structures, such as “I very like 

English.” Semantically, limited vocabulary restricted learners’ ability to express ideas 

precisely, causing them to rely heavily on familiar words and Indonesian translations. 

http://e-journal.unisda.ac.id/


Available on http://e-journal.unisda.ac.id   Universitas Islam Darul ‘Ulum Lamongan 

e-ISSN: 2579-8960 P-ISSN: 2460-2167   Volume 11, No 1, June 2026 

Edulitics (Education, Literature, and Linguistics) Journal  59 | Page 

Linguistic Development of Intermediate Level Learners  

 At the fourth semester, students can be categorized as intermediate learners (B1–B2 

level), as they demonstrate noticeable improvement in grammatical awareness and vocabulary 

use, although their performance remains inconsistent in spontaneous communication. This is 

evident in the following responses: 

“I know the grammar, but sometimes I forget when speaking.” (R3, Semester 4) 

“Sometimes I mix English with Indonesian.” (R1, Semester 4) 

 Observation data showed that intermediate learners demonstrated improved 

pronunciation and vocabulary use compared to beginner learners. Morphological awareness 

was also more evident through attempts to apply tense forms and grammatical markers, 

although inconsistently. Syntactic development was reflected in the production of longer and 

more varied sentence structures. Semantically, learners were able to convey more complex 

meanings; however, occasional word-choice inaccuracies and code-switching were still 

observed during spontaneous communication. 

 

Linguistic Development of Advanced Level learners   

In the sixth semester, students can be categorized as advanced learners, as they 

demonstrate greater fluency, improved sentence complexity, and better control of meaning, 

although traces of first language influence are still present. However, traces of first language 

influence were still present, as reflected in the following responses: 

“I feel more confident, but I still think in Indonesian sometimes.” (R2, Semester 6) 

“For complex sentences, I still need time to think.” (R5, Semester 6) 

 Classroom observations indicated greater control across linguistic domains. 

Participants demonstrated more accurate pronunciation, broader vocabulary use, and greater 

flexibility in expressing ideas. Morphological and syntactic accuracy were generally higher, 

allowing learners to produce more complex utterances. Nevertheless, traces of first-language 

influence remained visible in certain situations, particularly when discussing unfamiliar topics 

or constructing cognitively demanding messages. 

 

Cognitive Development Across Proficiency Levels 

 In addition to linguistic growth, the findings indicate that students’ cognitive abilities, 

particularly attentional regulation and language control, develop alongside their proficiency 

level. Students in the second semester (beginner level) reported experiencing high cognitive 

load when using English. They needed to consciously process vocabulary, grammar, and 

meaning simultaneously, which often slowed down communication. This is reflected in the 

following responses: 

“I have to think about vocabulary and grammar at the same time.” (R1, Semester 2) 

“It takes time to understand and answer.” (R3, Semester 2) 

 These responses indicate that beginner learners relied heavily on controlled processing 

and experienced challenges in attentional regulation, working memory, and language 

management. Learners frequently reported difficulty retaining vocabulary while 

simultaneously constructing sentences. Classroom observations also revealed frequent pauses, 

hesitations, and switches to Indonesian when learners were unable to retrieve appropriate 

English expressions.  

At the fourth semester (intermediate level), students showed improved ability to regulate 

attention and maintain communication: 

“I understand faster now, but still need time to respond.” (R2, Semester 4) 

“Sometimes I switch to Indonesian when speaking.” (R4, Semester 4) 

 In addition to improved attentional regulation, intermediate learners demonstrated 

stronger working memory capacity by retaining and applying vocabulary and grammatical 

knowledge more effectively during communication. However, observation data indicated that 

language switching remained common when learners encountered unfamiliar vocabulary or 
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complex ideas. 

In the sixth semester, students demonstrated more automatic language processing and 

greater control over language switching: 

“Speaking English feels more natural now.” (R1, Semester 6) 

“Simple conversations are easier now.” (R3, Semester 6) 

 These responses suggest that advanced learners perceived communication in English as 

more manageable and less cognitively demanding compared to beginner learners. Advanced 

learners demonstrated greater efficiency in attentional regulation, working memory, and 

language management. Observation data showed fewer communication breakdowns and more 

successful retrieval of vocabulary during spontaneous interaction. Learners were also better 

able to maintain English use without frequent reliance on Indonesian, indicating stronger 

language control and more automatic processing. 

 

Integration of Linguistic and Cognitive Development 

 The findings indicate that linguistic and cognitive development are closely 

interconnected across proficiency levels. Students with higher linguistic competence also 

demonstrated better attentional control and language management. At the beginner level, 

limited linguistic knowledge increased cognitive burden, making language processing slower 

and less efficient. At the intermediate level, improvements in linguistic knowledge reduced 

cognitive load, allowing for more stable communication. At the advanced level, both linguistic 

competence and cognitive control became more integrated, resulting in more fluent and flexible 

language use.  
Table 3: Linguistic and Cognitive Profiles Across English Proficiency Levels 

Proficiency 

Level 

Linguistic Characteristics Cognitive Characteristics 

Beginner  Strong L1 interference, limited vocabulary, 

pronunciation difficulties 

High cognitive load, slower 

processing 

Intermediate  Improved grammar awareness, inconsistent fluency Better attentional management 

Advanced  Greater fluency, semantic flexibility More efficient communication 

management 

The table summarizes the relationship between linguistic competence and cognitive 

development across proficiency levels. The findings show that improvements in linguistic 

ability are accompanied by more efficient attentional regulation and communication 

management throughout the bilingual development process.  

 The findings suggest that cognitive regulation may facilitate linguistic development by 

reducing the mental effort required for language processing. As learners become more capable 

of maintaining attention, retrieving vocabulary, and managing interference from Indonesian, 

they can allocate more cognitive resources to constructing accurate grammatical structures and 

expressing meaning effectively. The findings showed that participants who demonstrated 

stronger linguistic performance also tended to display better attentional regulation, working 

memory, and language management. Across proficiency groups, improvements in linguistic 

competence were accompanied by improvements in cognitive regulation. 

 

Learners’ Perceptions of Emerging Bilingual Competence 

 A significant finding of this study is that students across all levels perceived themselves 

as being in an ongoing process of becoming bilingual. This perception is directly reflected in 

their responses during the interview: 

“Yes, I can understand and use two languages in daily life” (R1) 

“Yes, I feel that I am in the process of becoming bilingual because I can communicate using 

English and Indonesian” (R2) 

“Yes, I do. I can understand and communicate in both languages” (R3) 

 These responses reflect how participants perceive their developing ability to use 

Indonesian and English in everyday communication. However, these perceptions should not be 
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interpreted as evidence of fully developed bilingual competence. Rather, they provide insight 

into learners’ awareness of their ongoing language development. The findings suggest that 

perceptions of emerging bilingual competence evolve alongside improvements in linguistic and 

cognitive abilities, reflecting increasing confidence and engagement with both languages. 

 Therefore, in this study, becoming bilingual is not defined as achieving perfect mastery 

but as an ongoing process of developing the ability to manage and use two languages 

effectively in different contexts. This finding indicates that bilingualism develops gradually 

through continuous interaction between linguistic experience and language use. 

 

Discussion 

Linguistic Development and Cross-Linguistic Influence 

Linguistic Characteristics of Beginner-Level Learners 

 This finding suggests that first-language reliance is not merely a limitation but rather 

an important cognitive and linguistic strategy that supports early-stage language production. 

Learners use their first language as a scaffold to compensate for limited lexical and 

grammatical resources, allowing them to maintain communication despite constraints. This 

extends Basalaeva (2025), who argues that early-stage learners rely heavily on their first 

language, by showing that such reliance also reflects adaptive strategies in managing cognitive 

load. In addition, McManus (2022) emphasizes that cross-linguistic influence at this stage is 

dominant because learners have not yet developed stable second language representations, 

which further explains the strong dependency observed in this study. One possible explanation 

is that beginner learners have not yet developed sufficiently automatic access to English 

vocabulary and grammatical structures. As a result, Indonesian serves as a cognitive support 

system that helps learners organize meaning before expressing it in English. Rather than 

representing failure to use the target language, first-language reliance may function as a 

transitional strategy that enables communication while linguistic resources are still developing. 

 

Linguistic Characteristics of Intermediate-Level Learners 

 This suggests that linguistic development at the intermediate level is characterized by 

a gap between knowledge and performance. Learners may possess explicit grammatical 

knowledge, but their ability to retrieve and apply it automatically during communication is still 

limited. This condition reflects the ongoing restructuring of linguistic systems, where learners 

are gradually integrating form and meaning. This aligns with Liu (2023), who states that 

intermediate learners often experience transitional instability. Furthermore, Ballera (2025) and 

Beup highlight that linguistic development at this stage is uneven, particularly between 

grammatical accuracy and communicative fluency, which is also evident in the findings of this 

study. This gap may occur because declarative knowledge develops faster than procedural 

knowledge. Learners may understand grammatical rules and vocabulary conceptually but still 

struggle to access them rapidly during real-time communication. Consequently, intermediate 

learners often demonstrate greater knowledge than performance, reflecting a period of 

restructuring rather than stable language mastery. 

 

Linguistic Characteristics of Advanced-Level Learners 

 These findings suggest that language development remains dynamic even among more 

proficient learners. Rather than representing a final stage of development, advanced learners 

continue to negotiate interactions between Indonesian and English, particularly in cognitively 

demanding situations. This finding highlights the continuous and non-linear nature of language 

development that supports Alfaifi and Saleem (2024), who argue that advanced learners 

continue to experience subtle cross-linguistic influence, particularly in semantic and pragmatic 

aspects. Moreover, Rafli and Murtadho (2025) emphasize that bilingual development is 

cumulative rather than replacing the first language system entirely, which is clearly reflected 

in this study. 
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Cognitive Regulation in Bilingual Development 

Cognitive Characteristics of Beginner-Level Learners 

 This finding suggests that limited linguistic resources increase cognitive demands, 

requiring learners to allocate more attentional effort during language production. As a result, 

communication becomes slower and less efficient. This is consistent with Grose-Hodge et al. 

(2024) and Ebubeogu and Kabare (2025), who highlight that beginner learners require 

significant attentional effort due to limited working memory capacity. Limited working 

memory capacity may contribute to communication difficulties because learners must 

simultaneously retrieve vocabulary, monitor grammatical accuracy, and formulate meaning. 

These multiple demands increase cognitive load and reduce fluency during communication. 

 

Cognitive Characteristics of Intermediate-Level Learners 

These findings suggest the development of attentional flexibility and better language 

control. This indicates that learners are beginning to develop more efficient cognitive strategies 

in managing two language systems. Although processing is still partially controlled, learners 

are better able to allocate attention and maintain communication. This aligns with Tang (2024) 

and Ma (2022), who explain that cognitive control becomes more stable at this stage, although 

not yet fully automatic. Improvements in working memory appear to support more efficient 

retrieval of linguistic information, enabling learners to maintain communication despite 

occasional breakdowns. However, the persistence of code-switching suggests that language 

control mechanisms are still developing. 
 

Cognitive Characteristics of Advanced-Level Learners 

This suggests that increased proficiency leads to more efficient cognitive processing 

and reduced cognitive load during communication. Learners are able to process language more 

automatically, especially in familiar contexts, although complex tasks still require effort. This 

finding aligns with Li (2024), who argues that advanced bilingual learners exhibit more 

efficient executive control. Increased proficiency leads to greater lexical automaticity and 

improved fluency in second language use (Olkkonen et al., 2024). Importantly, these findings 

indicate that cognitive abilities play a significant role in influencing both the rate and quality 

of language acquisition. More effective language management among advanced learners may 

reflect increased automaticity in lexical retrieval and sentence planning. This allows learners 

to allocate fewer cognitive resources to basic language processing and more resources to 

communicative goals. 

Integration of Linguistic and Cognitive Development 

 This pattern suggests that linguistic and cognitive development do not occur 

independently, but interact dynamically throughout the process of becoming bilingual. 

Improvements in one domain support development in the other, creating a mutually reinforcing 

relationship. This is consistent with recent studies in bilingualism, which emphasize the 

interaction between linguistic knowledge and cognitive processes (Mithra & Padmanabhan, 

2025). It also aligns with Wong and Tian (2022), who argue that bilingual development is 

shaped by both cross-linguistic interaction and cognitive regulation. Furthermore, this 

categorization is theoretically supported by CEFR descriptors, which emphasize progressive 

development of fluency, automaticity, and reduced cognitive load across proficiency levels 

(Council of Europe, 2020).  

Importantly, this finding directly addresses the research gap identified in this study, 

which highlights the lack of research integrating linguistic competencies and cognitive abilities 

across different proficiency levels. By showing how these two dimensions develop 

simultaneously, this study contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of bilingual 

development in higher education contexts. This interaction can be explained through the role 

of cognitive regulation in supporting language processing. Attentional regulation enables 
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learners to focus on relevant linguistic input while minimizing distraction from competing 

language systems. Working memory assists learners in temporarily storing and manipulating 

vocabulary and grammatical structures during communication, whereas language control helps 

manage interference from the first language. As these cognitive processes become more 

efficient, learners can devote greater cognitive resources to producing accurate and meaningful 

language. Consequently, cognitive development may facilitate linguistic development by 

improving the efficiency of language processing and communication management. 

 

Learners' Perceptions of Emerging Bilingual Competence 

The findings do not suggest that participants have achieved fully developed bilingual 

competence. Instead, they reveal how learners perceive their own language development as 

they increasingly use Indonesian and English in different contexts. These perceptions provide 

insight into learners’ developing linguistic identity and confidence rather than serving as 

objective evidence of bilingual status. This perspective is consistent with developmental 

approaches to bilingualism, which view bilingual competence as gradually emerging through 

continued language use and exposure rather than appearing as a fixed achievement. Therefore, 

in this study, becoming bilingual is not defined as achieving perfect mastery but as an ongoing 

process of developing the ability to manage and use two languages effectively in different 

contexts. This finding indicates that bilingualism develops gradually through continuous 

interaction between linguistic experience and language use. 

 

CONCLUSION  

 This study explores how linguistic competencies and cognitive abilities develop among 

Indonesian university students learning English. The results show that language development 

occurs across multiple aspects, although the process is not always linear. This study explored 

how linguistic competencies and cognitive abilities develop among Indonesian university 

students learning English. The findings indicate that linguistic development occurs across 

phonological, morphological, syntactic, and semantic domains, while cognitive development 

is reflected in attentional regulation, working memory, and language control. The results 

suggest that these dimensions develop gradually and interact dynamically rather than 

progressing through strictly separated stages. Participants demonstrated varying developmental 

tendencies, highlighting the complex and evolving nature of language learning in EFL contexts. 

 Theoretically, this study contributes to EFL and bilingual development research by 

demonstrating that emerging bilingual competence can be understood as the interaction 

between linguistic development and cognitive regulation rather than solely as the attainment of 

language proficiency. By integrating linguistic and cognitive perspectives within a 

developmental framework, this study provides a more comprehensive understanding of how 

EFL learners gradually develop the ability to use two languages in communication. Practically, 

the findings may serve as a reference for English language teachers and curriculum designers 

in understanding bilingual development among EFL learners. The study highlights the 

importance of addressing not only linguistic competencies but also cognitive factors such as 

attentional regulation, working memory, and language management when supporting students’ 

language development. 

 Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations. First, the study involved a 

relatively small number of participants from a single university, which may limit the 

transferability of the findings to other educational contexts. Second, participant grouping was 

based on observed linguistic and cognitive performance rather than objective proficiency 

measures, and no standardized language proficiency test was administered. Finally, the study 

relied primarily on qualitative interview and observation data collected within a specific 

institutional setting. Future studies are therefore encouraged to involve larger participant 

groups, incorporate objective proficiency assessments, apply longitudinal or mixed-method 

approaches, and explore bilingual development across diverse educational contexts.  
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