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ABSTRACT

Many Filipino migrant workers (overseas Filipino workers) in their status as adult learners 
struggle in learning the local language of their host countries to native-like proficiency level. 
With the aim of establishing a second language (L2) acquisition pattern that may be useful in 
designing responsive adult training and welfare programs, this study examines how these workers 
acquire their L2s and what factors influence their rate and success in L2 learning. Utilizing mixed 
methods research design with 15 overseas Filipino workers as samples who learned various local 
languages in 10 different host countries, this study reveals that immersion and actual use of the 
target language in authentic communicative situations can make language acquisition easier. 
Findings of this study also confirm that instrumental and integrative motivation coupled with 
strong target language (TL) community support can make L2 learning faster, while old age and 
non-necessity of the L2 at work can make the whole process slower. In terms of communication 
strategies, findings show that syntactic avoidance is the most common communication strategy 
used, followed by direct appeal to authority (native speakers) and use of gestures, facial 
expressions, and translation tools. As foreign workers, their motivational orientations in learning 
their L2 are for employment, cultural understanding, and cultural integration. Implications 
of these findings are discussed in relation to second language teaching among adult language 
learners and overseas workers.

INTRODUCTION

Filipino migrant workers, also called overseas Filipino work-
ers (OFWs), represent approximately 3.33 per cent of the 
Philippine’s total labor force. In April to September 2017, 
there were 2.33 million OFWs working in many parts of 
the globe, 85.5% of which were contractually employed in 
various Asian countries while 14.5% were in Europe, North 
and South America, Australia, and Africa combined (Ber-
sales, 2018). Most OFWs are employed as domestic help-
ers, construction and factory workers, craft and related trade 
workers, service and sales workers, clerical support workers, 
technicians and associate professionals, professionals, and 
managers. Due to their significant contribution to Philip-
pine economy, they are honored as the country’s modern day 
heroes. However, behind this recognition are narratives of 
struggles with various challenges and difficulties entrenched 
in their new environment.

One of the challenges encountered by most Filipino 
migrant workers is social and cultural adaptation (Ofreneo 
& Samonte, 2005). This includes difficulties in adjusting 
to their host country’s local lifestyle and in using its local 
language as medium of communication at work, in schools, 
stores, banks, restaurants, hospitals, government offices, 
public transportations, and many other essential establish-

ments. Since most OFWs do not have sufficient language 
background or the desired level of proficiency in their host 
country’s native language prior to migration or deployment, 
they struggle with language barriers, which adversely affect 
their socialization, work performance, and quality of life.

Based on observations and relevant literatures, many 
OFWs struggle in learning a new foreign language (aside 
from English) to a native-like proficiency level. Though a 
small fraction can communicate in a new foreign language 
fluently despite their short exposure with it, majority espe-
cially those in their adulthood stage find learning foreign 
language almost impossible. What makes second language 
acquisition/learning slow and difficult? According to Oril-
los (1998), second language acquisition (SLA) is a complex 
process that involves interplay of several factors within the 
learner and the learning environment. In the case of adult 
Filipino migrant workers or OFWs, what are these factors?

This study aimed to examine what propels and deters 
Filipino migrant workers’ acquisition and learning of a 
new foreign language in their status as adult learners. Spe-
cifically, it tried to find answers to the following questions: 
1) How do Filipino migrant workers acquire/learn a second 
language in their new environment?; 2) What are the factors 
affecting their acquisition/learning of a second language?; 
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3) What strategies do they use to deal with language barriers 
encountered when communicating with native speakers of 
the target language?; and 4) What are their motivational ori-
entations in learning a new second/foreign language?

Few researches have been conducted on SLA focusing 
on migrant workers acquiring a second language in the con-
text of adult education. As this study endeavors to explore 
processes, factors, motivations, and strategies involved in 
second language acquisition in adult education context, it 
is hoped that it can yield valuable insights to second lan-
guage learning and teaching. Also investigating how adult 
learners (Filipino migrant workers) acquire or learn a sec-
ond language, this study is expected to establish a pattern 
of L2 acquisition, confirm SLA theories, and fill the gaps 
in literatures about adult language and literacy education. In 
addition, it is also assumed that it can help language teachers 
or trainers in designing appropriate and responsive curric-
ula, teaching methodologies, and assessment tools relevant 
to adult education. Lastly, it is hoped that by uncovering the 
motivational orientations and communication difficulties en-
countered by migrant workers, this study can help concerned 
authorities in designing programs that empower migrant 
workers to be globally competitive, flexible, and culturally 
adaptive.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Second Language Acquisition

Second language acquisition (SLA) is the conscious or sub-
conscious process of acquiring or learning a language oth-
er than the native language in a controlled or uncontrolled 
situation (Ellis, 1997; Orillos, 1998; Fromkin, Rodman, & 
Hyams, 2014; Deng & Zou, 2016) to develop a certain de-
gree of proficiency (Richards, Platt, & Weber, 1985). It is 
also a complex mechanism that can adapt to different con-
ditions present within the learner and his surrounding en-
vironment (Ellis, 1986; Menezes, 2013). As a discipline, it 
involves studying the factors that influence the rate of acqui-
sition and learning and the varying degree of proficiency in a 
language being learned (Moss & Ross-Feldman, 2003; Gass 
& Selinker, 2008).

Since its inception as a field of study, SLA has been 
viewed and approached differently by various schools of 
thoughts and notable personalities. For the behaviourists, it 
is a habit formation. It is like any other kind of learning that 
consists of building up chains of stimulus–response links, 
which could be controlled and shaped by reinforcement. For 
the nativists/cognitivists, on the other hand, it is an internal 
affair. They believe that every person has the natural capaci-
ty to learn any language due to the presence of the so-called 
internal Language Acquisition Device (LAD). According to 
them, stimuli or inputs from the environment only serve as 
“trigger to activate the device” (Orillos, 1998 p. 205).

Theories of Second Language Acquisition

Schumann (1975) with his Acculturation Theory claims that 
socio-cultural factors control the degree to which the learner 

acquires the target language. His theory postulates that when 
the second language learners (2LL group) have more contact 
with the speakers of the target language (TL group) and are 
willing to embrace TL group’s culture, it will be easier for 
them to acquire the target language. If there is greater dis-
tance between the two groups, language acquisition/learning 
will be difficult.

Building on Schumann’s model, Andersen’s Nativiza-
tion/Denativization Theory believes that SLA is the result 
of two general forces – the nativization and denativization. 
This theory upholds that SLA is an internal processing 
mechanism where the learner performs assimilation and ad-
justments with TL’s inputs and his own internalized system. 
During the SLA process, the learner matches the input to his 
own internalized view of what makes the L2 system (nativ-
ization), and sometimes, he also adjusts his own internalized 
system to fit into the input (Orillos, 1998).

Giles’s (1979) Accommodation Theory underlines the 
important role of motivation in developing L2 proficiency. 
This theory suggests that when learners’ needs and interests 
are accommodated or given consideration in the process 
of language acquisition/learning, they will be motivated to 
learn, hence potentially develop L2 proficiency. Also, this 
theory regards the perceived relationship of the learner’s 
social group (in-group) and the target language community 
(out-group) as dynamic and fluid depending on the changing 
views of identity of each group vis-a-vis the other (Giles, 
1979; Orillos, 1998).

Another theory that highlights the role of social relation-
ship and group interaction is the Discourse Theory. It con-
tends that language learning evolves out of learning how to 
carry on conversations. According to Cherry (1979), it is 
through communication where actions are accomplished and 
rules of language structure and use are developed. Related to 
Krashen’s natural order hypothesis, the theory believes that 
SLA follows a natural route in syntactical development and 
that the natural route is the result of learning how to hold 
conversations. In other words, learners learn a second lan-
guage by interacting their personal circumstances with the 
environment which in turn give them inputs that further en-
hance their language learning.

Still in the context of communicative interaction, the 
Variable Competence Model approaches SLA within the 
framework of language use. It suggests that language use 
should be understood in terms of distinction between compe-
tence and capacity (Widdowson, 1978). Claiming that there 
is single knowledge store containing variable interlanguage 
rules, a learner can vary his use of form (competence) de-
pending on the need of the communicative situation (con-
textual variability). A learner can hone his competence by 
engaging in a discourse in situational and linguistic contexts.

Krashen (1982) in his Monitor Model asserts that adult 
second language learners have two means of internalizing 
the target language – the acquisition which is the subcon-
scious and intuitive process of constructing the system of a 
language and the learning which is the conscious attention to 
form, rules, and processes, thereby contending that fluency in 
second language performance is not due to what the person 
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learned but due to what he acquired. Aiming to explain phe-
nomena in second language learning, he came up with sev-
eral hypotheses. Foremost of which is the input hypothesis 
claiming that for language acquisition to be more challenging 
and meaningful, the language which learners are exposed to 
should be higher than their existing level of competence. Sec-
ond is the affective filter hypothesis which claims that a learn-
er acquires/learns a second language faster if his motivation 
and self-esteem are high and his anxiety low. The third is the 
natural order hypothesis which asserts that parts of a language 
are learned in natural and predictable order that no amount of 
explanations, drills, and exercises can alter it (Krashen, 1982).

Corollary to Krashen’s Input Hypothesis, the Interaction 
Hypothesis maintains that conversational interaction allows 
learners to be immersed in meaningful comprehensible in-
puts that facilitate SLA (Long, 1985). When learners engage 
in interactive communication where meaning is negotiated, 
input comprehensibility is increased leading to enhanced lin-
guistic competence and capacity (Ariza & Hancock, 2003). 
Interactionists further point out that interacting with ad-
vanced speakers of TL using scaffolding structures can help 
L2ers become proficient speakers.

Contrary to the belief that external forces facilitate lan-
guage acquisition, the Universal Hypothesis asserts that SLA 
is innate (Latu, 1994). It believes that though human lan-
guages are different in forms or systems, they share basic 
similarities (Chomsky, 2000). These innate similarities are 
called Universal Grammar consisting of system of princi-
ples, conditions, and rules, which are common elements, 
or properties of all human languages (Latu, 1994; Orillos, 
1998). With varied languages having the same linguistic uni-
versals, this theory claims that deep down there is only one 
human language, which facilitates SLA and prevents learn-
ers from producing flawed or inaccurate sentences.

Another theory that shows the naturalness of language 
acquisition is the Neurofunctional Theory. It tries to ex-
plain how the brain processes the development and use of 
a language. It mainly holds the view that there is a connec-
tion between language function and neural anatomy. Certain 
parts of the brain are genetically programmed to enable hu-
man being to discharge different linguistic functions and that 
impairment of which causes such problems in speech, com-
prehension, writing, etc.

Patterned after Chomsky’s cognitivist theory of language 
learning is the Cognitive Variations in Language Learning 
maintaining that L2 learning is mainly cognitive process-
es utilizing different types of learning. It holds further that 
since every individual is unique, it also follows that learner 
learns differently using various strategies and styles in order 
to master the language.

Still on the natural aspect of language learning, another 
theory related to the neurofunctional theory and Universal 
Hypothesis is the Natural Approach. It believes that most 
second languages are not learned in academic situations but 
rather acquired naturally. It claims that ‘people of all ages 
and backgrounds acquire second languages often without 
the help of formal education or special courses’ (Orillos, 
1998, p.227). Somewhat related to Krashen’s affective fil-

ter hypothesis, this theory concludes that language learning 
takes place when a person is highly motivated to learn the 
language for survival or growth and development purposes.

Filipino Migrant Workers as Adult Language Learners
Based on the 2017 statistics, there are more than two million 
documented OFWs all over the world working in various 
sectors (Bernales, 2018). Passing through stringent screening 
on the basis of qualification and experience prior to deploy-
ment abroad, OFWs are generally perceived as competent, 
persevering, committed, and compassionate; thus, they are 
preferred by most foreign employers (Al-Maglooth, 2008). 
In addition, they are also perceived as adaptive and highly 
trainable individuals. They tend to welcome new learning in 
order to be effective and efficient in their job.

As foreign workers, one of the areas of development 
they have to deal with is learning a new language to en-
hance their communication, interpersonal, and intercultural 
skills. However, with their capacity as adult learners (early 
twenties onwards), is learning a new foreign language still 
possible? Will it still be as easy as they did in acquiring 
their L1? According to Smith & Strong (2009), adult lan-
guage learners have characteristics that make them better 
than younger learners. They are generally goal-oriented and 
highly motivated to learn to fulfil a particular need or de-
mand. As mature, competent, experienced, and multi-talent-
ed individuals, they have the wealth of life and educational 
experiences that they can use to direct their learning in their 
own unique ways. Also, having multifaceted identities and 
roles in their dynamic and changing lives, they posses great-
er confidence, greater cognitive and linguistic capabilities 
and conceptual complexity that can help them learn new 
language better and easier.

Naznean (2009) characterizes adult language learners 
as individuals who can make decisions on what need to be 
learned, can capitalize on previous experience to learn some-
thing new, can validate truthfulness of information based on 
beliefs and experiences, and can identify usefulness of learn-
ing outcomes in real life situation. With the foregoing, Deng 
& Zou (2016) maintains that adult language learners can ac-
quire/learn a new language easily because they have high 
cognitive level, clear logical analysis, and strong self-mon-
itoring abilities.

Motivation in Second Language Acquisition/Learning
Motivation is a fundamental factor that influences success in 
second language learning (Oxford, 1996). It provides reason 
that drives an individual to accomplish something (i.e learn-
ing L2) and keeps him continually interested and committed 
until he fulfils his goal (Dornyei, 2001; 2002). It also deter-
mines ‘the extent of active, personal involvement in foreign 
or second language learning’ (Oxford, 1996, p.121). Dynam-
ic in nature, motivation comes in two forms – integrative 
and instrumental (Gardner & Lambert, 1972). In L2 context, 
integrative motivation refers to the wanting to learn the tar-
get language in order to identify with the community that 
speaks the language, while instrumental motivation refers to 
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the desire to learn a new language to meet needs and goals 
such as employment, salary increase, rank promotion, pur-
chase of goods at better price, use of public transportation, 
etc. (Orillos, 1998; Moss & Ross-Feldman, 2003).

In the study of Gardner (1985), he found that integrative 
motivation promotes SLA. Naiman, et al. (1995) also found 
L2ers who have high intrinsic motivation (inner drive relat-
ed to human need for self-esteem and self-confidence) are 
likely to succeed in L2 learning. With the aim of determining 
which motivation differentiates learners, Gonzales (2010) 
investigated the motivational orientation in foreign language 
learning of Filipino foreign language learners. The motiva-
tional orientations are categorized into six: 1) desire for ca-
reer and economic enhancement; 2) desire to become global 
citizen; 3) desire to communicate and affiliate with foreign-
ers; 4) desire for self-satisfaction in learning; 5) self-effica-
cy; and 6) desire for cultural integration. Using quantitative 
method, the study revealed that Filipino foreign language 
learners’ motivation orientation is towards cultural under-
standing, cultural integration, and self-satisfaction.

Factors Affecting Second Language Acquisition
Success in L2 acquisition may depend on a range of factors. 
One of these is age. It is believed that SLA is easier and 
faster for children than adults (Roherick, 1983; Latu, 1994; 
Fromkin, Rodman, & Hyams, 2014) due to their brain’s plas-
ticity within the critical period of language acquisition (Len-
neberg, 1967). Beyond this period, it is almost impossible to 
acquire a new language. The maturation and lateralization 
of the brain deprive adults the physiological and neurologi-
cal advantages in acquiring a new language, hence difficult 
for them to reach native-like proficiency level (Deng & Zou, 
2016). However, according to Khasinah (2014), the criti-
cal period hypothesis seems to be true only in naturalistic 
learning setting. In a formal learning environment, adults 
appear to be better than children especially in syntax and 
morphology.

In the study of Wang (1999), she investigated the effect 
of early onset for SLA to L2 proficiency outcomes among 
adult learners. Comparing two groups of migrant adult learn-
ers according to age of arrival (AOA) and exposure to En-
glish language in Canada, she found that those who arrived 
at a younger age (25-35) learned L2 (English) easier than 
those who arrived at a later age (40-55). Similarly, Major 
(2014) also conducted a study investigating the effect of age 
on the L2 proficiency of Spanish adult learners. Grouped 
into four according to age of arrival (AOA), those Spanish 
adult learners who started learning L2 (English) at a younger 
age tended to have greater proficiency.

Aside from age factor, aptitude also plays important role 
in second language acquisition. It is the natural specific abil-
ity of an individual to learn a language (Ellis, 1986; Rich-
ards, Platt, & Weber, 1985). Described in terms of phonemic 
coding ability, grammatical sensitivity, inductive language 
learning ability, and rote learning ability, aptitude is found to 
be a predictor of second language achievement. Hence, it is 
claimed that a person with high language aptitude can learn 
a new language faster and easier (Khasinah, 2014).

Another cognitive factor that affects SLA is intelligence, 
the general ability to master academic skills (Ellis, 1986). 
Measured in terms of linguistic and logical-mathematical 
abilities, it is proved that it can predict one’s success in SLA 
in formal language instruction. Those who are gifted with 
high intelligence quotient (IQ) tend to learn a new language 
faster and easier regardless of age and level of motivation. 
Also, Gardner (2011) in his Multiple Intelligences (MI) the-
ory claim that those who are linguistically inclined are more 
attentive to spoken and written language and can use it in 
various functions to accomplish a goal.

In addition to intelligence, learning (cognitive) style is 
also believed to have influence in SLA. It generally refers 
to a learner’s peculiar way of learning something, shaped by 
genetic background, culture, and previous learning experi-
ence. There are four types of learning modalities: visual, au-
ditory, kinesthetic, and tactile (Reid, 1987). Visual learners 
learn best when they see pictures or videos, texts, or graphs, 
while auditory ones prefer to learn with the aid of things or 
activities involving sounds. Kinesthetic learners, on the oth-
er hand, learn by being active, while tactile learners learn 
through touching. Though learning styles do not always re-
sult to successful L2 learning as found in the study of New-
ton and Miah (2017), they can be efficient means to achieve 
desired results (Khasinah, 2014).

Personality, the affective domain of learning, is also a 
strong element that can hinder or enhance rate of language 
acquisition/learning. It covers such factors as self-esteem, 
inhibitions, empathy, extroversion, aggression, and motiva-
tion. Self-esteem refers to the evaluation which the individ-
ual makes and customarily maintains with regard to himself 
(Orillos, 1998). The higher the self-esteem is, the more pos-
itive and open a learner tends to be when it comes to second 
language learning. While self-esteem seems to be facilita-
tive, inhibitions on the other hand can be deterrent. Guior-
ra (in Orillos, 1998) has found that inhibitions also called 
defenses prevent a person in communicating in a foreign lan-
guage. Empathy is also a social and communicative mecha-
nism which can enhance language acquisition. If the learner 
feels empathy from the TL group, he does not feel insecure. 
Consequently, he will be confident in using the language. 
Extroversion and introversion are also potentially important 
factors in SLA. Though they are not yet clearly established, 
it can be inferred that they can somehow be instrumental to 
social dynamism and harmony which are conducive states 
for language learning. Like extroversion and introversion, 
aggression could also facilitate L2 learning since it contrib-
utes to high level of motivation. The last personality factor 
is motivation. Many researches claim that there is positive 
relationship between motivation and language proficiency. 
Gardner and Lambert (1972) and Spolsky (1989) assert that 
motivation is an important requirement, absolutely essential 
in successful second language learning.

According to Latu (1994), learner’s knowledge of first 
language (L1) also contributes to the success or difficulty in 
L2 learning. Based on behaviorist learning theory, the habits 
formed in L1 can facilitate the forming of habits in L2, most 
especially when the structures of both are related (positive 
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transfer). However, if they are totally different, transfer of 
habits can be hindered (L1 interference), hence causing dif-
ficulties and errors. Based on this premise, a Filipino learner 
may find learning English as a second language easier due to 
his L1’s similarities in the alphabet while more difficult to 
learn Japanese, Chinese, or Arabic due to significant differ-
ences in both forms and structures.

Aside from internal factors such as age, intelligence, 
aptitude, personality, motivation, cognitive styles, and L1 
knowledge, external (environment) factors also account to 
learner’s success in L2 learning. These include learning op-
portunities or exposure to the target language, curriculum, 
instruction, culture and status, and access to native speak-
ers (Frankfurt International School, 2018). According to 
Spolsky (1989), the ‘outcome of language learning depends 
largely on the amount and kind of exposure to the target lan-
guage’ (p. 166) and the opportunities created and provided 
to learners to use the target language in authentic situations. 
This was found true in the case of a Filipino migrant work-
er in Saudi Arabia who mastered the Arabic language with 
an authentic Bedouin dialect (Al-Mazini, 2017). As a camel 
herder for a Bedouin in the dessert for two years, he would 
each day spend several hours talking with his sponsor (em-
ployer) about different things using the language. After two 
years of using the language, he achieved native-like profi-
ciency. Indeed, it is in using the target language in authentic 
and meaningful contexts that learners gain mastery.

Strategies in Second Language Learning
A second language can be learned in naturalistic, formal, or 
immersive conditions. Learners can learn the L2 when they 
are exposed to a variety of natural discourses native speakers 
use in their daily conversations or when they attend a class 
with a teacher providing grammar instruction and compre-
hensible input. They can also learn when they are immersed 
in a TL community where they deeply engage with native 
speakers and get ample opportunities to use the language in 
natural, meaningful situations.

In learning the language through formal instruction, 
learners use their peculiar ways to gain control over the 
process and improve their L2 knowledge and performance. 
These are called learning strategies which basically include 
mental or behavioural activities that facilitate the whole 
learning process, making the experience more effective and 
transferable to new situations (Oxford, 1990). During the 
process, learners perform overt and covert mechanisms that 
facilitate SLA. They transfer their previous knowledge and 
experience in L1 to facilitate the second language learning 
process. They also generalize concepts based on their obser-
vations of particular instances. Lastly, they simplify events 
or concepts for easier storing and retrieval.

Oxford (1990) categorized learning strategies into direct 
and indirect strategies. Direct strategies include memory 
strategies (i.e. memorization, repetition, taking notes on vo-
cabulary, etc.), cognitive strategies (analyzing and reasoning, 
recombination, practicing with sounds and writing systems, 
etc.), and compensation strategies (i.e. guessing meaning, 
using synonyms or gestures, code switching, circumlocution, 

approximation, etc.). Indirect strategies, on the other hand, 
include metacognitive strategies (planning, monitoring, and 
evaluating one’s way of thinking and learning process), af-
fective strategies (creating relaxed and stress-free learning 
situations to develop self-confidence in engaging into active 
language learning), and social strategies (i.e. interacting with 
other people to learn the new language).

Studies have shown that there is a positive correlation 
between the use of strategies and success in L2 learning 
(Tukiainen, 2003; Kalati, 2016). L2 learners who use a wide 
variety of strategies tend to be more successful in L2 learn-
ing. Successful learners are those who are keen to both form 
and meaning, aware of their learning process, and use ap-
propriate strategies to address specific learning difficulties.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

Since the aim of this study was to explore in depth the 
processes, factors, motivations, and strategies involved in 
second language acquisition of adult learners working in 
different contexts as overseas Filipino workers (migrant 
Filipino workers), the mixed methods approach was used. 
According to Cresswell (2015), mixed methods combines 
quantitative data (statistical trends) with qualitative data 
(personal narratives) to draw a strength that provides a bet-
ter understanding of the research problem. It is appropriate 
when there is a need to verify and supplement data or to look 
at different angles and aspects of the problem with breadth 
and depth to make results more generalized for future stud-
ies and examinations (Cresswell, 2009; Hesse-Biber 2010). 
Investigating the factors affecting the Filipino migrant work-
ers’ acquisition of a second language, their L2 learning strat-
egies, and their motivational orientation in learning a new 
foreign language needs both quantitative and qualitative 
analyses, hence this approach.

Sample

The samples of this study were fifteen (15) selected over-
seas Filipino workers employed across different occupa-
tions in ten (10) different countries. Since the purpose of 
this study was to investigate how adult L2 learners acquired 
their second/foreign language and what factors affected their 
acquisition, purposive sampling technique was used. Only 
those OFWs aged 18 years and above who learned a second 
language other than Filipino and English were contacted. 
Table 1 shows the profile of the respondents.

Instrument

To gather quantitative data on the demographic information 
of the respondents, their mode of L2 acquisition and learn-
ing, the factors affecting their acquisition/learning process, 
the strategies they use in coping with language barriers or 
communication difficulties, and their motivational orienta-
tion in learning L2, an open-ended questionnaire was used. 
To validate, triangulate, and supplement the data gathered 
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Table 1. Demographic Data of the Respondents
Pseudonym Age Occupation Country of 

Employment
No. of Years in the 

Country
L2 
Learned

John 57 ESL Teacher Saudi Arabia 24 Arabic
Romeo 27 Salesman Saudi Arabia 2 Arabic
Anne 35 Hotel Receptionist United Arab Emirates 13 Arabic
Marielle 30 Service Crew United Arab Emirates 5 Arabic
Amie 33 Bus attendant South Korea 2 Korean
Juliet 34 Domestic Helper Hong Kong 6 Cantonese
Margie 33 Domestic Helper Hong Kong 8 Cantonese
Eric 35 Staff Nurse Saudi Arabia 9 Arabic
Jayson 28 Factory Worker Taiwan 6 Chinese
Alex 38 College Instructor Kazakhstan 7 Kazakh
Jeanie 39 International School Teacher Japan 6 Nihonggo
Michelle 50 Nursing Lecturer Oman 5 Arabic
Robin 30 Manager Singapore 9 Chinese
Christopher 45 Teacher Qatar 4 Arabic
Enrique 35 Hotel receptionist Spain 7 Spanish

through the questionnaire, a structured interview was con-
ducted face-to-face and online. The development of the 
questionnaire and interview questions was framed based on 
the problems under investigation, informed by relevant lit-
eratures. Prior to the administration of the questionnaire and 
the interview, the researcher sought the recommendations of 
colleagues for improvements in terms of the validity and re-
liability of the questions.

Data Collection

Prior to the administration of the questionnaire and inter-
views, the researcher contacted and invited potential partic-
ipants of the study based on the set criteria. As they were 
based in different countries at the time the study was con-
ducted, they were contacted through their email and social 
media accounts. Upon receipt of their willingness to partici-
pate in the study as respondents, the link to the questionnaire 
designed using Google Forms was sent to them. After receiv-
ing their responses in the survey questionnaire, a schedule 
was set for the individual structured interview. Those who 
were based in Saudi Arabia were interviewed face-to-face, 
while those outside the country were interviewed through 
Facebook Messenger app. During the interview, the partic-
ipants were asked to give more detailed examples and situ-
ations on their experiences in L2 acquisition and learning. 
Ethical considerations were upheld during the whole process 
of data collection.

Data Analysis

The data gathered through the questionnaire and interviews 
were analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. The re-
sponses on age, occupation, country of employment, number 
of years in the country of employment, and the second lan-
guage learned were recorded and summarized in matrix form 

to serve as ready and easy reference in the analysis of the in-
ternal and external forces affecting the L2 acquisition process. 
The responses in the structured interview on the other hand 
were analyzed through thematic analysis. Similar or related 
ideas were grouped together to form a theme or core ideas to 
facilitate analysis in light to the problems under investigation.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Filipino Migrant Workers’ Mode of Second Language 
Acquisition/Learning

The respondents of the study reported that they naturally 
acquired their L2 through meaningful and comprehensible 
inputs from their friends, colleagues, and other people in the 
community. According to them, their regular exposure to 
the language in authentic communicative situations with the 
help of supportive and stress-free environment allowed them 
to subconsciously pick up the target language. Moreover, 
they learned the language from basic to complex pattern – 
from word level (nouns and verbs) to phrasal and senten-
tial levels. The foregoing L2 acquisition processes confirm 
Krashen’s (1982) Input Hypothesis, Affective Filter Hypoth-
esis, and Natural Order Hypothesis. The presence of authen-
tic, comprehensible inputs from friendly native speakers of 
the target language can help learners acquire L2 freely and 
spontaneously and can allow them to develop competence 
and proficiency in naturally sequential manner.

Situated in a community where the target language is 
spoken, they had enough opportunities to use the language. 
According to them, using the L2 as they carryout conver-
sations with native speakers gave them confidence of their 
language ability. Moreover, spending some time conversing 
and communicating with people around them using the L2 
enabled them to acquire the language naturally. This sup-
ports the Discourse Theory, which contends that language 
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learning evolves out of learning how to carry on conversa-
tions (Cherry, 1979).

They also informally attended to L2’s forms and struc-
tures in their own many unique ways. For example, in 
studying the grammatical system, they compared L1 and L2 
systems and tried to establish what to them is a legitimate 
system of language. They studied how sounds are formed 
and how words are organized to form meaningful sentences 
in both languages (L1 & L2) and then tried to unlock the 
code or deduce the rules by comparing their similarities 
and differences, hence learning through analogy (Orillos, 
1998). In some instances, they did things right in the target 
language (L2) but most often they did them wrong. Such 
practice manifested interlanguage phenomenon, which often 
creates interlanguage errors (Latu, 1994). Most often they 
committed grammatical errors. However, fortunately their 
colleagues/students/employers corrected them and gave 
them reinforcements which directed and enriched their sec-
ond language learning, thus, learning through correction and 
reinforcement (Orillos, 1998).

Having lived in their host countries for many years min-
gling with the friendly and accommodating people who speak 
the target language, they admit they also learned the language 
through imitation. Whenever they listened to native speakers 
of the L2 conversing with each other or when they watched 
TV shows where the L2 was used, they paid attention to 
sounds of their words and utterances as well as the situations 
where they use such. This way, even if they do not fully un-
derstand what they mean, they can partly understand them by 
reading their facial expressions, gestures, and tones (non-ver-
bal communication). Also, whenever they heard some new 
words, they jotted them down or recorded on their mobile 
phones then asked their meanings later when they meet their 
friends (using a learning strategy). Also, whenever they en-
counter difficulties in communicating to people using the L2, 
they use compensatory strategies such as using simple words 
even if sometimes they are no longer appropriate for a partic-
ular situation. Further, they use symbols, gestures, and facial 
expressions to convey their message. Repeating these strate-
gies somehow improved their competence with the language.

The respondents’ mother tongue (i.e. Iloko, Kankana-ey, 
Maranao, Cebuano, Filipino, etc.) and their new second/
foreign language are extremely different in their many re-
spective features. Differences in phonology, morphology, 
syntax, and discourse system evidently caused their errors in 
using the language. Language inputs were usually acquired 
through independent learning and informal learning with 
some friends. When communicating with them, they were 
corrected with their mistakes. With this they believe that 
they also learned through immersion and application in a 
communicative environment, hence, subscribing to commu-
nicative learning theory (CLT) and discourse theory. They 
believe that though they have the innate capacity to learn 
the language, it was further enhanced through exposure with 
and application of the language in meaningful and authentic 
communicative situations.

Despite extreme difficulties in learning the target lan-
guage, the very welcoming and supportive attitudes of their 

foreign friends inspired them to keep on. Foreigners are usu-
ally very happy when they see someone trying to learn their 
native language. In the case of the respondents, they reported 
that their L2’s native speakers were not socially dominant. 
They exerted extra effort to understand the respondents’ er-
roneous sentences/utterances and tried to correct them as 
much as they could, hence confirming Schumann’s (1975) 
acculturation model. They also entertained questions on 
forms and meanings. With this kind of environment, the re-
spondents felt that they were accepted by the community of 
the native speakers of the target language; hence, they did 
not experience shyness, reservations, and stress. According 
to Krashen’s (1982) Affective Filter Hypothesis, a learner 
acquires a language better and easier if he is situated in a 
welcoming and stress-free learning environment. Such hy-
pothesis is confirmed based on the subject’s case.

Though they can already express themselves in basic pro-
ficiency level with the help of their friends and colleagues, 
they are still generally considered beginners. They did not 
yet reach the more mature level of acquiring the language 
though they have already adjusted themselves with the way 
of life and language (acculturation) of the TL group. Also 
sometimes they do assimilation (nativization) and accom-
modation (denativization) to learn the language.

On the case of Universal Grammar, they use their existing 
knowledge on their L1 in acquiring the linguistic system of 
their L2. Comparing their L1 and L2, they have some similar-
ities though mostly extremely different. They have some sim-
ilarities in classifying and ordering colors, objects, numbers, 
length, time, and degrees of relationship. While they use dif-
ferent terms, they use the same concepts. Using these lexical 
and grammatical concepts in their L1 somehow helped them 
understand their equivalent concepts in L2; hence, universal 
hypothesis is confirmed in this case. Also, their experiences 
support other previous findings that learning a second lan-
guage is easier if mother tongue is already mastered.

Factors Affecting the Filipino Migrant Workers’ 
Acquisition of a Second Language
All of the respondents claimed that the most influential factor 
that helped them acquire/learn their L2 was their significant 
exposure in it. Surrounded with native speakers of the target 
language everyday, they were able to observe the contexts 
where certain words or expressions are used. By being able 
to see facial expressions and gestures and hear voice into-
nations when certain words or expressions are uttered, they 
were able to figure out gradually the meanings and functions 
of such utterances. This is related to the case of a Filipino 
herdsman who mastered the Bedouin Arabic through exclu-
sive exposure with the language (Al-Mazini, 2017). Being 
exposed with the language in natural setting allows a L2 
learner to acquire language naturally (Spolsky, 1989). How-
ever, as Liu (2011) cautioned, exposure is not enough. L2 
learner still needs to exert efforts in order to develop lan-
guage proficiency at a faster rate.

Another factor that can facilitate easier and faster L2 ac-
quisition is the opportunity to apply or use the target language 
in actual situations, as suggested by the Discourse Theory 
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and Krashen’s (1982) Interaction Hypothesis. According to 
Juliet and Margie, both domestic helpers in Hong Kong, ac-
tual use of Cantonese in their workplace (in this case with 
their Chinese employers who do not speak English at home) 
was more effective than the Chinese language orientation 
they had in the Philippines prior to their deployment. This 
was confirmed by Eric, a staff nurse in Saudi Arabia, saying
 “Being forced to speak Arabic to my patients who can-

not speak English at all helped me learn the language 
faster.”

The need to survive at work and in the community (mo-
tivation) also helped the respondents learn their target lan-
guage. As particularly pointed out by Romeo, he needed to 
learn at least basic Arabic to be able to sell more products 
to his Arab customers. Anne and Enrique also believed that 
being able to speak Arabic and Spanish respectively would 
allow them to attract more hotel customers and serve them 
better. Lastly, Ahmed, Anne, Juliet, and Margie thought that 
learning their L2 could help them perform better in their job.

Support from native speakers of the target language also 
plays important role in L2 learning, as suggested by Krash-
en’s (1982) Affective Filter Hypothesis. In the case of John 
and Christopher (English teachers), Alex (college instruc-
tor), Jeanne (international school teacher), and Michelle 
(nursing lecturer), they learned with the help of their sup-
portive colleagues, friends, and students who are all native 
speakers of their L2s.
	 “Whenever	I	speak	Arabic	in	class	or	in	my	office,	my	

students or my colleagues try to correct me in terms of 
pronunciation and grammar.” (John)

 “Khazakh people are very friendly. They teach me some 
words when I buy something from stores.” (Alex)

 “Spanish people taught me the language. They even 
helped	me	find	a	job”	(Enrique).

While some of the respondents progressed in learning the 
language, others remained at the Basic User (Beginner) lev-
el due to lack of interest to go further. This was due to the 
nature and context of their work. As reported by John, Alex, 
Jeanne, Michelle, and Christopher (all teachers), they did not 
need to be proficient or master in their L2 because it was not 
needed in their job. They were all teaching in schools and 
colleges where English is the medium of instruction, so they 
had to communicate in English. This realization resulted to 
low motivation and weak determination.
 “I learned only the basic Arabic because I work most-

ly with international community. As you know, 70% per 
cent of people in Dubai are expatriates, so we speak En-
glish in the restaurant most of the time” (Marielle)

 “I hear Chinese here in Singapore most of the time, but 
I understand only a few. I am not interested to master it 
because I can survive without it.” (Robin)

Aside from lack of interest, according to John and Mi-
chelle, their age could also be a deterring factor. At 57 and 50 
respectively, they already find memorizing new words and 
structures difficult. This confirms the critical period hypoth-
esis claiming that acquiring new language is easier before 
puberty stage (Roherick, 1983). The younger the person is, 
the more successful he will be in learning a second language 
(Fromkin, Rodman, & Hyams, 2010).

Strategies used to Deal with Language Barriers or 
Communication Difficulties

Most of the respondents reported that they encounter lan-
guage barriers or difficulties when they communicate with 
native speakers of their L2s in their host countries. The most 
common strategy they use to deal with such difficulties is 
avoidance. They use simple words and simple structures, 
setting aside accuracy, to express information. They also 
paraphrase or sometimes switch languages (in this case En-
glish and the target language, considering that English is 
the common language both parties can understand) in an 
attempt to communicate an idea. According to Bialystok 
(1990), these manifestations are called syntactic avoidance. 
They avoid topics, forms, or structures which they think are 
beyond their linguistic knowledge. As beginners, they ask 
native speakers to speak slowly and stress important words 
for them to clearly understand the utterances. When they 
speak, they mainly utter the subject and verb to emphasize 
their idea.

Another frequently used strategy is gestures and facial 
expressions. When they cannot express themselves in words, 
they use actions coupled with facial expressions. In the case 
of Eric, Marielle, and Enrique, Google Translate is also a 
great help. Whenever they do not understand something es-
pecially with written texts, they use the translation app in 
their phones. In difficult situations, some respondents stop 
the conversation or admit non-competency with the L2 and 
decide to seek help from other native speakers to translate 
spoken or written L2s for them. Bialystok (1990) calls this 
manifestation as direct appeal to authority. Some instances 
are shown below:
	 “When	I	find	difficulties	explaining	nursing	terminolo-

gies or concepts to my Omani students, I ask the ad-
vanced student/s in my class who are good in English to 
explain the concepts to their classmates in their native 
language.” (Michelle)

 “When I speak to my Bedouin patients who know only 
Arabic, I ask the help of another nurse who speaks Ar-
abic well to explain some procedures in my behalf.” 
(Eric)

While the foregoing responses present strategies of lan-
guage use rather than language learning, they can contribute 
indirectly to learning by helping the learners absorb more 
inputs. According to Krashen (1982), more comprehensible 
inputs mean more opportunities for learning, and more strat-
egies used can lead to more successful L2 learning (Tukiain-
en, 2003; Kalati, 2016).

Motivational Orientation in Acquiring/Learning a New 
Second Language

Success in learning a second (foreign) language is influ-
enced by certain motivational orientations. In the current 
study, all respondents reported that they wanted to learn the 
native language of their respective host countries in order 
to be able to interact with people both at work and in the 
community. Since the preferred medium of communication 
in all essential places, offices, or establishments is the local 
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language of the country, they had to learn the language at 
least to a certain extent in order to survive. For example, in 
the case of John, Alex, Jeanne, Michelle, Christopher, Juliet, 
and Margie, they decided to learn their L2 to be able to per-
form their tasks easier. Romeo, Anne, Marielle, Robin, and 
Enrique, on the other hand, learned L2 to be able to serve 
customers better in order to increase company’s revenue. 
These motivation orientations can be attributed to the fact 
that they are all adult workers contractually working in a 
foreign land. They need to learn new skills to survive in their 
job, to satisfy their employers, so their contracts can be re-
newed. With their families back home depending from them 
financially, they have to perform well at work. In addition to 
the foregoing reasons, Amie, Eric, Jayson, Alex, Michelle 
also believed that learning their target language (L2) could 
help them socialize with native speakers and eventually gain 
more friends, make themselves feel more comfortable in the 
community, and develop broader intercultural perspectives. 
This is similar to the findings of Gonzales (2010) revealing 
that Filipino foreign language learners’ motivation orienta-
tion is towards cultural understanding, cultural integration, 
and self-satisfaction.

CONCLUSION
This study aimed to examine the Filipino migrant workers’ 
mode of L2 acquisition and learning, the factors affecting 
their L2 acquisition/learning process, their strategies used to 
deal with communication difficulties, and their motivation 
orientations in learning their new second/foreign language. 
The findings of this study reveal that the respondents natu-
rally acquired their L2s through immersion and actual use of 
the target language in authentic communicative situations. 
Analyses of responses also reveal that they learned through 
analogy, imitation, non-verbal communication, and use 
of varied learning strategies and compensatory strategies. 
Their acquisition/learning patterns support acculturation, 
accommodation, nativization, denativization, discourse, and 
variable competence models as well as Krashen’s different 
SLA hypotheses. Their significant exposure coupled with 
opportunities to use the language, their need to survive at 
work, and overwhelming support from native speakers of 
their target language were identified as influencing and facil-
itating factors that helped them acquire their L2s, while old 
age and lack of interest to progress further due to perceived 
non-necessity of the L2 in their job served as deterring fac-
tors. When faced with difficulties in communicative situa-
tions, the respondents resorted to syntactic avoidance and di-
rect appeal to authority (native speakers) as communication 
strategies. They also used gestures, facial expressions, and 
Google translate. In general, respondents were motivated to 
learn their L2 for employment, cultural understanding, and 
cultural integration orientations.

The findings imply that second language learners learn 
best when they are immersed in the target language and giv-
en substantial opportunities to use it in meaningful contexts. 
Moreover, they will also learn faster when they see a need 
to learn the target language for survival either at work or in 
their new environment. While age can be a deterring fac-

tor, it can be augmented with the use of varied learning and 
communication strategies. Therefore, in teaching second/
foreign language among adult learners, it is important that 
teachers provide them with varied, authentic, and mean-
ingful opportunities to use the target language and extend 
them support in friendly and accommodating environment. 
As learners with clear purpose and high motivation, adults 
should also be given regular feedback on their progress in 
L2 learning and be taught with various learning and com-
munication strategies to help them survive in challenging 
communicative situations. Lastly, as Orillos (1998) pointed 
out that formal instruction is facilitative to the rate/success in 
second language acquisition/learning, foreign language cen-
ters offering formal instruction of local language/s in every 
country where there are OFWs should be established under 
the supervision of the Philippine Overseas Workers Welfare 
Administration and Department of Foreign Affairs. This is 
to ensure that Filipino workers can cope with the linguistic 
and cultural demands of their chosen occupations in their 
countries of employment.

While this study offers valuable insights to second lan-
guage learning and teaching, Filipino migration, and adult 
language and literacy education, it acknowledges its limita-
tions in generalizability and reliability considering its scope 
and sample size. The study dealt only with data gathered 
through questionnaire and interviews from limited number of 
respondents from different countries. Future researches along 
this line of inquiry may consider conducting large-scale case 
studies with wider scope and more diverse participants to 
draw more innovative and inclusive findings in SLA.
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