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Abstract

The aim of our study was to examine the spelling, grammar, syntax, and lexicon skills in learning English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) in a free writing task of Polish students with and without dyslexia. We wanted to identify
the potential linguistic transfer difficulties. We assumed that these difficulties would result from the deficient
phonological skills, which is characteristic of dyslexia, and from language interference. 72 students with and 78
without dyslexia wrote a short text in English. We found that Polish secondary and junior secondary school students
with dyslexia, as compared to the participants without dyslexia, made more spelling errors in the EFL free writing
task. They, however, wrote equally long texts that did not differ in terms of grammar (including missing words),
syntactic, and lexical errors. We found that 16-year-old native speakers of a semi-transparent Polish, having
studied an opaque English for, on average, 8 years, were able to produce coherent compositions. However, they
included errors that resulted from a negative linguistic transfer between Native Language and FL.
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Introduction

Behavioural symptoms characteristic of dyslexia, a specific learning disability, include difficulties in
word recognition and decoding (which is not fluent and/or accurate) and in spelling (Lyon Reid, Shaywitz
and Shaywitz 2003: 1-14). A secondary disturbance, poor reading comprehension, may lead to limited
general knowledge and vocabulary. These difficulties, studied extensively in NL (Native Language), result
from cognitive deficits, which include impaired: phonological awareness, verbal working memory, rapid
automatized naming (RAN), access to mental lexicon, and pace of information processing (Crombie
2000: 112-123, Krasowicz-Kupis 2008: 151-153). Literacy problems are also expected in FL (Foreign
Language), as phonological skills in NL influence FL reading and spelling proficiency (linguistic transfer)
(Geva & Verhoeven 2000: 261-266). Literacy learning in both NL and FL likely depends on comparable
language learning mechanisms, as the same cognitive skills: phoneme awareness, letter-sound
knowledge, and RAN in emergent readers predict reading development in alphabetic orthographies of a
diverse level of transparency: English, Spanish, and Czech (Caravolas, Lervag, Defior, Malkova & Hulme
2013: 1398-1407). Cummins (1979) proposed in the linguistic interdependence theory that the
competence already achieved in NL influences the subsequent development of FL competence. Thus,
learners exhibit comparable semantic, syntactic or phonological aptitudes and/or difficulties in all
languages they study, as the Linguistic Coding Differences Hypothesis (LCDH) states (Sparks, Patton,
Ganschow & Humbach 2009: 203-243, Sparks, Patton, Ganschow, Humbach & Javorsky 2006: 129-160).
NL skills differences between more and less successful learners appear early in elementary school and
are related to FL proficiency and achievement in high school, which provides evidence for a long-term
cross-linguistic transfer (Sparks, Patton, Ganschow & Humbach 2009: 203-243). A cross-linguistic skill
transfer was confirmed between, among others: Chinese and English (Chung & Ho 2010: 195-211),
Hungarian and Romanian (Gal & Orban 2013: 173-193), Italian and English (Palladino, Bellagamba,
Ferrari & Cornoldi 2013: 165-177), Urdu and English (Farukh & Vulchanova 2016: 221-233), Polish and
English (Lockiewicz & Jaskulska 2016, Nijakowska 2010), and Dutch and English (van Sette et al. 2017).

Language interference also constitutes a problem for the speed and accuracy of FL learning and is
discussed in terms of a negative linguistic transfer (Odlin 1989, Zybert 1999), and a positive one (Zybert
1999). Such a situation occurs when learners apply their NL rules to FL production, which may lead to
transfer errors, especially if the languages are dissimilar (Zybert 1999). In fact, when learning a foreign
language, a common linguistic system is created, as L1 and L2 interact with one another to facilitate
comprehension and production (Wodniecka, Mieszkowska, Durlik & Haman 2018: 92-131). Arabski
(1968: 71-89) states that in the case of English-Polish pair of languages, the linguistic interference
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includes: external active (negative transfer: using NL structures and habits), external passive (confusing
categories non-existent or differently constructed in NL), and internal (analogy: incorrect use of FL rules)
interference. In this study we wanted to investigate linguistic transfer in the spelling, grammar, syntax,
and lexicon skills in the free writing task between Polish as NL and English as a Foreign Language (EFL).
Poland is a monolingual country, in which 94.8% of the population claim to be of exclusively Polish
nationality, and only 1.55% indicate national or ethnic identity other than Polish (Gtéwny Urzad
Statystyczny 2015: 29). English instruction formally begins in the Reception Year (entered usually at 6
yrs.), though kindergartens also offer English courses. 98% of students study it in secondary school, and
the majority of them choose it as one of the obligatory subjects to be tested at the ‘matura’ exam, an
obligatory external exam after secondary school graduation (www.cke.edu.pl). Exposure to English of
Polish learners is then limited to school and media (e.g. the Internet, and/or television). This is not an
immersion context, as students are taught English only during EFL class, and they are instructed in Polish
when they attend all other classes. Moreover, EFL learners in Poland have limited opportunities to
communicate in English in everyday life, as they usually have no contact with native speakers outside of
school.

Differences between an analytical opaque English, and a synthetic inflectional semi-transparent
Polish include, respectively: more fixed (order of words indicates a word syntactic function) vs. flexible
(suffixes and inflections: declension and conjugation indicate a word syntactic function) SVO pattern, no
double negation vs. multiple negation, articles vs. no articles, inversion vs. no inversion in questions (cf.
Dansk & Kurcz 1984: 245-269, Fromkin, Rodman & Hyams 2011, Milewski 2006). English phonology is
transcribed with the International Phonetic Alphabet, whereas Polish also with the Slavonic Phonetic
Alphabet (Ryndak 2014: 83-89). Both languages include phonemes not present in the other repertoire.
Therefore, Polish learners of English encounter difficulties stemming from phonetic/phonological,
orthographic, grammatical, syntactical, lexical differences between NL and FL. Moreover, in less
consistent languages, to which English belongs, it takes longer to learn to read (Caravolas et al. 2013:
1398-1407) and write (Caravolas and Volin 2001: 229-245), as compared with more consistent
languages, to which Polish belongs.

The aim of our study was to examine the spelling, grammar, syntax, and lexicon skills in learning EFL
in the free writing task of Polish students with and without dyslexia. We wanted to identify the potential
linguistic transfer difficulties in the students’ writings. We assumed that these difficulties would be
connected to the deficient phonological skills, which is characteristic of dyslexia (the better the
phonological skills in NL, the better the phonological skills in FL), and language interference
(overgeneralization of NL spelling, grammar, syntax, and vocabulary rules and their usage in FL
production). We expected a negative transfer in both cases, as dyslexia stems from a phonological
deficit, and semi-transparent synthetic Polish and opaque analytical English differ substantially. This
research is a part of a larger project that aims to investigate the problems of Polish children with and
without dyslexia in learning NL and FL. We assumed that Polish students with dyslexia, as compared
with Polish students without dyslexia, would make more spelling errors in the free writing task. Poor
spelling in English as FL has been reported in Norwegian (Helland & Kaasa 2005: 41-60) and Swedish and
Finnish (Lindgren & Laine 2011: 753-766) learners with dyslexia. An earlier study (tockiewicz & Jaskulska
2016) demonstrated poorer spelling in dyslexia of single, unrelated English words dictated to native
speakers of Polish. These words were selected specifically to include phonological structures challenging
for learners with specific difficulties in reading and writing. In the free writing task used in the present
study, the students themselves chose vocabulary and phrases to use. Moreover, in such a task we could
examine not only spelling, but also grammar, lexical, syntactic errors, and the length of the text, which
allowed us to more fully describe the EFL writing in dyslexia. We found no other study that would
compare these features of a written text in FL of Polish students with dyslexia learning EFL. Difficulties in
FL learning are only mentioned as, for example, reported by teachers or parents (Bogdanowicz 2011). In
an earlier study by Jurek (2004: 98-116) Polish adolescents with dyslexia, as compared with their peers
without dyslexia, self-reported bigger difficulties in spelling, but also grammar and the ability to create a
text in foreign languages that they studied, mostly English (90%) and German (30%) - both orthographies
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having a different degree of transparency. We wanted to investigate these self-assessments through the
examination of the actual spelling, grammar, syntactic, and lexicon skills of EFL in Polish learners.

Materials and methods
Methods

The following methods were used in the research:

Questionnaire - completed by the parents and students, informing about: demographic data, English
education and exposure, dyslexia report.

Test Matrices. Standard version by Raven (1991), a Polish adaptation, assessing nonverbal
intelligence. This task was used to match the criterion and the control group for the intelligence level.

Polish single words reading task by Krasowicz-Kupis (Jaworowska, Matczak & Starczak 2010),
measuring the accuracy and fluency of decoding 89 unrelated words. This task, standardised and
normalised for Polish speakers, was used to confirm reading deficits in NL in the criterion group.

The free writing task — measuring spelling (i.e. the number of spelling errors) and writing (i.e. the
number of grammar, syntactic, and lexical errors) accuracy in FL (English). The students were given an A-
4 sized blank piece of paper, with the beginning of the expected composition printed at the top of the
page: For the next holiday, | would like to go to... The participants were then instructed to finish the
sentence, and then further elaborate on the topic, within the time limit of 5 minutes. We used a simple
topic that required no specific knowledge and was pleasant to write about, as the task was performed in
FL. Since we were interested in the words and sentences accuracy, not in the content and ideas, there
was no time given for preparation (e.g. planning, note-taking). The participants performed the task
without stopping, and no time was provided for revision, editing, and self-correction after writing.
However, the participants could have corrected themselves when writing. The compositions were hand-
written.

We assessed the following categories of errors: spelling (orthographic or phonological mistakes),
grammar (a breach of grammatical rules), syntactic (applying typically Polish rules of syntax, e.g. implied
subject; not following SVO pattern), lexical (wrong collocations; false friends). Moreover, within the
grammar category, we differentiated a subcategory of missing words, the omission of which resulted in
faulty grammar. The length of the text was measured with the number of words, not sentences, as an
earlier study demonstrated that Polish students with dyslexia failed to use punctuation correctly in NL
when writing an essay (Makarewicz 2007: 109-125). Polish single word reading task was administered
individually; the participants completed all the other tasks during a group session.

Participants?®

72 (48%) secondary and junior secondary school students with and 78 (52%) without dyslexia, all
native speakers of Polish, participated in the research. Dyslexia was confirmed by a legally valid,
independent psychological report following the ICD-10 (2000: 201-207), and including: 1Q over 85,
achievement test scores for reading and spelling below the -1 SD cut-off (decoding, text reading, reading
comprehension, writing), processing deficit symptoms including phonological skills, assessed with
standardized testing measures. Moreover, dyslexia group read single actual Polish words less accurately
(Mdn= 81 for the criterion group, Mdn= 87 for the control group, U = 1055, Z = 6.61, p < .001, r = 0.54)
and more slowly than the control group (Mdn= 82 for the criterion group, Mdn= 60 for the control
group, U = 1173, Z = 6.15, p < .001, r = 0.50). The groups were matched for: gender (x*(1) = 2.26, p =
.136), age (Mgge = 16.23 yrs., SDyge = 19.02 months, t(147) = 0.125, p = .900), 1Q (t(148) = 0.54, p = .588),
English instruction (M = 8 yrs., SD = 1.95 yrs., t(133.58) = 0.26, p =.799). The results of 2 students were
excluded, as they had spent more than 6 months living in a foreign country, and of 6 due to the 1Q level
below average. All the students and their parents expressed informed consent for the children to
participate in the study.

26 The present study combines evidence from the two databases (for high and junior high school students) used in tockiewicz andJaskulska
(2019, 2018, 2016, 2015).
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Results
Quantitative analysis

The Mann-Whitney test for independent samples (Table 1) showed that participants with dyslexia, as
compared to the participants without dyslexia, made more spelling errors in the free writing task (Mdn =
3.00 for the criterion group, Mdn = 2.00 for the control group, U = 1786.00, Z = 3.78, p <.001, r = 0.31),
but an equal number of the following errors: grammar (Mdn = 5.00 for both the criterion and the
control group, U = 2651.50, Z = 0.45, p = .654, r = 0.04), including missing words (Mdn = 2.00 for both
the criterion and the control group, U = 2540.50, Z = 0.883, p = .377, r = 0.07), syntactic (Mdn = 0.00 for
both the criterion and the control group, U = 2440.00, Z = 1.68, p = .093, r = 0.14), and lexical (Mdn =
0.00 for both the criterion and the control group, U = 2765.5, Z = 0.19, p = .985, r = 0.02). In total,
students with dyslexia spelt 92% of words in their texts correctly, while their normally reading peers:
96%. The texts did not differ in length, as measured with the number of words written (Mdn = 48 for the
criterion group, Mdn = 53.5 for the control group, U =2259,7 =1.68, p =.094, r = 0.14).

Table 1: Descriptive characteristic of the compared groups: spelling, grammar, syntax, and lexicon
skills in English as Foreign Language of Polish students — the free writing task.

dyslexic non-dyslexic
Mdn Mdn

number of words 48.00 53.50 U=2259.00,Z=1.68,p=.094,r=0.14
spelling errors 3.00 2.00 U=1786.00,Z=3.78, p<.001,r=0.31
grammar errors 5.00 5.00 U=2651.50,Z2=0.45, p=.654,r=0.04
missing words* 2.00 2.00 U =2540.50, 7= .883, p=.377,r=0.07
syntactic errors 0.00 0.00 U=2440.00,Z7=1.68,p=.093,r=0.14
lexical errors 0.00 0.00 U=2765.50,Z=0.19,p=.985,r=0.0

Note: median figures given.
*Missing words are a subcategory included in the category of grammar mistakes

Qualitative analysis
Below, we present examples of errors from the students’ works:

(1) spelling: deletion (*galery — a silent consonant), substitution and addition (*buetifull),
segmentation (*withmore), shifting (*symphatetic);

(2) grammar: incorrect tense (*/ always dream about it — the context made it clear that a Present
Perfect construction should have been used), incorrect gerund/infinitive (*/ like to skateboarding),
incorrect inflectional ending (*/ want to finished), preposition (*onor at summer,*different then the
European countries), article (*the Los Angeles), suffix and/or prefix (*Warsaw s
interestal/interested), copying Polish rules of concord(*these holiday — in Polish ‘holiday’ is always
plural), keeping inversion when it should be dropped (*There are many cities, where is a
beach),missing words, such as: articles (*from north of Europe, *I'd like to go to UK), subjects (*In
London are some modern skateparks, *In Budapest is very hot), verbs (*I going to ride a bike, *now
when crisis raging);

(3) syntactic: *I'd like to travel to Washington where lives the president, *I always was going to the
beaches;

(4) lexical: word formation errors (*monasters), incorrect combinations of words in collocations (*do
photos), faulty word translation, the so-called false friends (*shopping gallery- galleria handlowa,
meaning a shopping mall in Polish); homophones confusions (*travel by plain, * grate country).

Discussion

The participants with dyslexia, as compared to the participants without dyslexia, made more spelling
errors in the FL free writing task. This result is consistent with earlier reports of spelling difficulties of FL
learners with dyslexia (Helland & Kaasa 2005: 41-60; tockiewicz & Jaskulska 2016), which occur even in
the free writing task (Lindgren & Laine 2011: 753-766), when students can themselves select the
vocabulary they want to use. Moreover, this finding supports the phonological deficit hypothesis of
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dyslexia (Hoien, Lundberg, Stanovich & Bjaalid 1995: 171-188, Snowling 2000), which assumes that
dyslexia is mainly caused by phonological awareness and working memory disturbances. The fact that
difficulties with phoneme-to-grapheme conversion appear in FL with a different degree of transparency
from NL further evidences the linguistic transfer of phonological skills (Geva & Verhoeven 2000: 261-
266), and the common conditioning of NL and L2 language learning (Caravolas et al. 2013: 1398-1407).
According to the Linguistic Coding Differences Hypothesis (Sparks et al. 2009: 203-243, Sparks et al.
2006: 129-160), even though students may exhibit semantic, syntactic, or phonological difficulties in
more than one language (Ganschow and Sparks 2000: 87-100), deficits in the phonological code prove to
yield the biggest difficulties in foreign language learning, and influence such affective factors as
motivation, attitude or anxiety (Bjaalid, Hoien & Lundberg, 1997: 73-82, Sparks & Ganschow 1993: 58-
74).

We found that our participants with dyslexia, as compared with the controls, wrote equally long texts
that did not differ in terms of grammar, including missing words, syntactic, and lexical errors. It seems
that their FL difficulties stem from limited phonological knowledge and they express it in faulty spelling.
These findings are in contradiction to Jurek’s report (2004: 98-116), as her informants with dyslexia, in a
self-report questionnaire, declared that they believed that their own grammar and text writing skills in
FL were poorer, as compared to those of their peers without dyslexia. We assume that Polish students
with dyslexia might believe that their problems in FL learning extend to all literacy aspects, which our
study does not support. Such lack of skills assumptions may be detrimental for study motivation. Making
errors, which is inevitable, may upset the learners and lower their self-confidence, and if persistent,
even cause lack of motivation (Ellis 1985). Kormos, Kiddle and Csizér (2011: 495-516) claim that learner-
internal factors: attitudes and self-related beliefs, which are under the influence of external factors:
social, cultural, and instructional setting, affect persistence and effort in second language acquisition.
Consequently, students might give up studying English and lose interest in the subject. Moreover, we
believe that an attitude of general lack of foreign language skills’ aptitudes might be reinforced by
teachers, as Polish literature reports NL problems in: compound sentences compositions, proper using
of adverbs and adjectives, poor grammar with regard to concord and government, morphology and
syntax awareness, and shorter essays, as characteristic, though secondary, in dyslexia (Krasowicz-Kupis
2006: 53-69, 2008: 299-314). Since literature has shown a connection between NL and FL skills
(Cummins 1979, Sparks et al. 2009: 203-243, Sparks et al. 2006: 129-160), being aware of Polish
students’ with dyslexia NL literacy problems, the teachers might expect that they would experience also
analogical problems in FL literacy, especially that publications directed at parents and teachers explicitly
mention such difficulties (Bogdanowicz 2011). Therefore, we believe that our findings carry important
implications for the teachers of English as a second language in Poland. The teachers should concentrate
on adjusting their instruction to the specific needs of dyslexic students’ problems in spelling acquisition.
At the same time teachers should reinforce students’ self-efficacy and self-confidence as to their FL skills
at grammar, syntax, and active lexicon. Textbooks and courses designed for the teachers of English as a
second language working with students with dyslexia were developed within DysTEFL and DysTEFL2
projects (Nijakowska 2016: 32-38).

Qualitative analysis of the short texts written by the students in our study shows that after on
average 8 years of studying English as FL, they were able to construct a text of, on average, 50 words
within 5 minutes, out of which 96% (in the control group) and 92% (in the dyslexia group) were correct.
Thus, they fulfil the curriculum requirement of producing short, comprehensible written texts (Ellis &
Niesobska 2015). The spelling errors: deletions, substitutions, additions, incorrect segmentation, or
letter shifting are characteristic of dyslexia (Mather & Wendling 2012: 147-177). Many of the spelling,
grammar, syntactic, and lexical mistakes in the works of the students in our study result from a negative
linguistic transfer due to language interference (Benson 2002: 68-70, Odlin 1989, Zybert 1999). In
spelling, students deleted silent letters and double consonants when only one was pronounced. The
most common grammar errors comprised missing words, including: the definite and indefinite articles,
subjects, and verbs. In Polish, no articles accompany nouns and personal pronouns are frequently
dropped due to the fact that inflection of the verb denotes both the action itself and the action’s doer
(in such a situation we talk about ‘the implied subject’). Tenses which are especially difficult for Polish
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students are the ones that do not appear in Polish, for example the progressive form (in Polish usually
rendered by adverbial phrases), or the perfect tenses. Moreover, the English Present Perfect and Simple
Past sentences may both translate to Polish identically. Other grammar errors stemmed from copying NL
rules of concord and nouns countability. Moreover, the participants used typically Polish constructions
of a sentence, translating Polish sentences word-for-word into English. SVO order rules in Polish are
rather flexible and it is not necessary to follow the exact SVO pattern to form correct sentences. This
leads to problems when students apply NL rules when writing in FL, which results in, for example,
forming questions with no inversion or keeping inversion when it should be dropped, e.g. in case of
indirect questions. On the lexical level, students sometimes used calques of Polish words, assuming that
if they look similar, they probably mean the same. The participants also used incorrect articles and
phrasal verbs. This can be explained by the fact that the two groups of lexical items do not exist in
Polish. In addition, the aforementioned errors could be classified as external active (e.g. missing subjects
and verbs, copying rules of concord, nouns countability, using Polish word order in a sentence,
vocabulary calques) and external passive (e.g. silent letters or double consonants deletion, missing
articles, improper Present Perfect usage, no inversion, incorrect use of articles and phrasal verbs) errors
according to Arabski’s (1968: 71-89) classification. Thus, certain consistency in a pattern of errors can be
noticed (Arabski 1968: 71-89). Kubiak (2003: 39-49) claims that in the second language acquisition the
occurrence of an interlanguage, characterised by strong interference, is inevitable, and every effort
must be taken not to consolidate it. In our study, examples of errors based on the negative linguistic
transfer referred to problems with inflectional endings (grammar), incorrect combinations of words in
collocations (lexical), and homophones confusions (lexical). These errors resulted either from a poor
knowledge of FL grammar and vocabulary (a competence error), or from an incorrect application of
known rules, due to, e.g. inattention or distraction (a performance error) (cf. Hoien & Lundberg 2013).
Negative linguistic transfer errors were more conspicuous. This finding carries important implications for
EFL instruction. Since numerous errors committed by Polish learners of EFL result either from an
unjustified application of Polish grammar rules to a work created in EFL, or a lack of sufficient knowledge
of English grammar rules, as the above-listed evidence suggests, we believe that EFL instruction should
include an explicit explanation of similarities and differences between NL and FL (in grammar, syntax,
lexicon and phonology), with an indication which difficulties might appear, as they can be predicted on
the basis of interlingual differences and the examination of typical errors committed by learners. This is
especially important as EFL textbooks usually fail to include comparisons between NL and EFL
(Paradowski 2006: 125-144). Thus, teachers need to adjust their teaching to the specificity of a given NL
that their students use.

Limitations

The 5-minute time given to students proved enough for them to produce coherent, though short,
texts that demonstrated a characteristic pattern of errors. However, the writings were quite diverse in
terms of content (e.g. descriptions of locations vs. reasoning for the choice of location) and the
structures used (e.g. dominant Present tense or auxiliary verb will). We would like to conduct further
studies in which we would use a closed test procedure to identify the most difficult grammar, syntax,
and lexical aspects of writing for Polish learners of English.

Conclusions

In our study Polish secondary school students with dyslexia, as compared to the participants without
dyslexia, made more spelling errors in the FL free writing task. However, they wrote equally long texts
that did not differ in terms of grammar (including missing words), syntactic, and lexical errors. These
findings verify the assumptions of the LCDH and phonological deficit hypothesis. They may also help
dyslexic students improve their performance, enhance their self-esteem, and prevent them from feeling
excluded. Moreover, we found that 16-year-old native speakers of a semi-transparent Polish were able
to produce short and coherent texts, having studied an opaque English for 8 years. These works,
however, included some errors that resulted from copying the rules of NL to FL. Thus, we confirmed the
occurrence of both types of negative linguistic transfer between NL (Polish) and FL (English). Poorer
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performance of the learners with dyslexia, as compared with that of the learners without dyslexia,
demonstrates the negative linguistic transfer. Copying the rules of NL to FL, when not applicable,
demonstrates the negative linguistic interference.

The acquisition of English as a Foreign Language is an important part of the obligatory curriculum
internationally. In Poland, it is taught from the first year of education and included in state
examinations. Our results show the need for adjusting second language instruction to the differences
between NL and FL to avoid or diminish characteristic mistakes that all learners are likely to make. This
is consistent with Odlin’s (1989) observation that specific errors are connected with specific learners’
backgrounds. As certain types of errors, which we identified in our paper, are likely to appear in the
works of the majority of EFL Polish learners, the teachers could prepare in advance exercises designed to
promote the idea of certain grammar rules being different between Polish and English. Such exercises,
when introduced early, could prevent learners from establishing and consolidating incorrect linguistic
habits, and be complimentary to the content of the used textbook. Thus, they might help develop
methods that would enable students to eliminate at least part of the mistakes.
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