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CHAPTER 3 
COUNTERACTING REVERSE TRANSFER AND MISTAKES 

IN L1 IN NATIVE SPANISH STUDENTS FOLLOWING 
THE ENGLISH NATIONAL CURRICULUM IN SPAIN: 
IDENTIFICATION AND PRODUCTION IN WRITING

Eva Cano Fernández 
Universidad Camilo José Cela

Abstract: This study aims at comparing and contrasting native Spanish students’ self-awareness 
concerning the presence of reverse transfer and mistakes in written texts in Spanish. To this end, 
an empirical study has been carried out on two differentiated groups of students: on the one 
hand, native Spanish students attending a British school in the Region of Madrid and, on the 
other hand, students following the Region of Madrid English-Spanish Bilingual Program in a 
state school, where both receptive (i.e. identification) and productive (i.e. writing) skills have been 
assessed. In the case of the British school students, a ‘Method’ has been implemented on 3/4 of 
the students (i.e. the target group) in order raise their self-awareness regarding reverse transfer and 
mistakes in their L1. This study sheds light on the effectiveness or not of remedial methods, such 
as the one designed, to address specific language deficiencies which take place in contexts of real 
language competition. In the context of this study, non-native interlanguage transfer takes place 
due to the cross-linguistic interference between acquired language systems, which do not co-exist 
in mutual harmony but rather interfere with each other. When one of the languages is selected 
for communication, the other languages the speaker knows can be active or latent, meaning that 
linguistic items can be transferred to the selected language either from other active languages or 
from dormant ones. 
Key words: Reverse transfer, bilingualism, cross-linguistic influence, fossilisation

Resumen: Este estudio tiene el objetivo de comparar la consciencia lingüística de alumnos españo-
les respecto de la presencia de la transferencia inversa y de errores en textos escritos en español. Para 
ello, se ha realizado un estudio empírico en dos grupos diferenciados de alumnos: por un lado, en 
alumnos españoles de un colegio británico de la Comunidad de Madrid y, por otro, en alumnos 
de un colegio público que sigue el Programa Bilingüe de la Comunidad de Madrid, donde se han 
evaluado tanto habilidades receptivas (de identificación) como productivas (de escritura). En el 
caso de los alumnos del colegio británico, 3/4 de ellos (el grupo target) realizaron un ‘Método’ de 
ejercicios con el fin de hacerles más conscientes del fenómeno de la transferencia inversa y los erro-
res en L1. Este estudio arroja luz sobre la eficacia o no de métodos correctivos, como el diseñado 
para esta investigación, para abordar deficiencias lingüísticas específicas presentes en contextos de 
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competencia lingüística real. En el contexto de este estudio, la transferencia de una interlengua no 
nativa tiene lugar debido a la influencia interlingüística entre los sistemas lingüísticos adquiridos, 
que no coexisten en armonía mutua sino que producen interferencias. Cuando una de estas lenguas 
es seleccionada para la comunicación, las otras lenguas que el hablante conoce pueden estar activas 
o latentes, lo que significa que los componentes lingüísticos pueden ser transferidos a la lengua 
seleccionada bien desde otras lenguas activas o desde lenguas latentes. 
Palabras clave: Transferencia inversa, bilingüismo, influencia interlingüística, fosilización 

1. INTRODUCTION

This study shines light on the phenomenon of lexical and grammar interference 
caused by the cross-linguistic influence between the learner’s L1 and L2. The aim 
of this work is to evaluate the linguistic implications studying the English National 
Curriculum (ENC) has for native Spanish students who attend British schools in 
the Region of Madrid, specifically in their written skills in terms of reverse transfer 
and mistakes. As Spanish speakers, the early exposure to English as an L2 results in 
interferences from L1 to L2 and vice versa, as well as in different language acquisition 
speeds in both languages if compared to native Spanish students who follow the 
Region of Madrid English-Spanish Bilingual Program in state schools.

In this study, I carry out an empirical analysis of the language competence in 
written Spanish in terms of language transfer and mistakes of both native Spanish 
students following the ENC in a British school in the Region of Madrid and native 
Spanish students following the Region of Madrid English-Spanish Bilingual Program 
in a state school. The initial findings obtained via a ‘Diagnostic test’ enabled me to 
design a remedial ‘Method’ to be applied on the British school target group, made 
up of 3/4 of the British school students, with the aim of raising the students’ self-
awareness concerning the identification of reverse transfer and mistakes in Spanish 
texts and of reducing the presence of transfers and mistakes in their L1 written 
production.

In order to measure the effectiveness of this ‘Method’, the remaining 1/4 of the 
British school students are kept aside as a control group, taking the same measuring 
tests (i.e. two progress tests and a ‘Final test’) as the target group during the time 
the ‘Method’ is being applied, so as to contrast the results directly. In the case of 
the state school students, they serve as an external control group with which a final 
comparison is made after the ‘Method’ has been completed by the target group. For 
this reason, they only take the initial ‘Diagnostic test’ and the ‘Final test’. 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1. bilinGualiSm

Many researchers have attempted to define bilingualism, and definitions 
vary depending on what the researcher wants to investigate. There are different 
approaches to the study of bilingualism, which can be addressed from a linguistic, 
psycholinguistic, sociolinguistic and neurolinguistics point of view. From a linguistic 
point of view, the development of bilingualism depends on the way in which a 
person acquires two languages: simultaneously or consecutively. Learning two 
different linguistic codes simultaneously implies the need to be surrounded by both 
languages from birth. This way, the child acquires from the initial stages the specific 
uses of each language. Weinreich (1953), for instance, coined the term ‘compound 
bilinguals’ to refer to this circumstance. For him, compound bilinguals are those 
who acquire the two languages at the same time and context, and therefore have an 
identical mental representation, with two verbal representations, for a single concept. 
That is, this type of bilingual has two linguistic codes but only one semantic system, 
as is represented in Figure 1 below: 

Semantic system

English Spanish

Figure 1. Representation of the mental lexicon of compound bilinguals. (Source: Author’s own creation)

However, in the case of consecutive bilingualism, the child develops a certain 
level of competence in their L1 and then begins to learn a second language, taking 
the first language as a reference. Weinreich (1953) refers to this type of individuals as 
‘coordinate bilinguals’ who learn two languages in two different environments and, 
as a result, one single concept, with two verbal representations, has also different 
mental representations. In other words, a coordinate bilingual has two linguistic 
codes and two semantic systems. It is common to find this type of bilingualism 
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when the child learns an L2 in their schooling years (Bredella et al., 2000, p. 83), or 
later in life, where the L2 context is different to the one where the L1 was acquired. 
This situation is illustrated in Figure 2 below: 

Semantic system  
1

Semantic system  
2

English Spanish

Figure 2. Representation of the mental lexicon of coordinate bilinguals. (Source: Author’s own creation)

Students who learn an L2 at school are, strictly speaking, consecutive or coordinate 
bilinguals because they acquire a second language in a different context than their L1 
(i.e. at school vs at home). However, according to Cook (2005), students receiving 
instruction in their L2 can be considered as second language users as opposed to 
second language learners because they use their L2 in real-life situations (i.e. the 
academic context) which require the deployment of cognitive and practical skills 
while using the language. 

In some cases, students whose immersion in the L2 starts in their very first years 
of schooling, despite being consecutive bilinguals, they are close to being compound 
bilinguals because, in most cases, they have developed a single mental representation 
for one same concept, despite having two verbal representations which they can 
use to refer to it. This is due to the fact that they are early bilinguals (c.f. late 
bilinguals), having acquired their L2 systematically before the age of six. Rosenberg 
(1996) brought about the term ‘balanced bilinguals’ (c.f. semilinguals) to refer to 
individuals who have more or less the same fluency in two languages even if they will 
not necessarily pass for a native speaker in both languages. 

Linguistic interferences, both lexical and grammatical, often occur in both types 
of bilingualism, but they are more common in consecutive bilingualism from the 
students’ L1 to their less developed L2. However, in those circumstances where the 
L2 is the dominant language in the academic context, students will experience “the 
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influence of one language on the other when the linguistic environment favours 
one language […], especially in the domain of vocabulary and idioms” (Grosjean, 
1982, p. 181). 

2.2. lanGuaGe tRanSfeR

Language transfer is generally associated with situations of contact between 
languages, be it in the context of entire populations or when individuals learn an 
L2 (Dechert, Brüggemeier & Fütterer, 1984). The first term used to refer to such 
linguistic influence is ‘interference’. Structuralists such as Jakobson (1938, pp. 
48-58) defined interference as a phenomenon which takes place when a feature from 
a particular linguistic code is introduced in a different linguistic system to which it 
does not belong, causing modifications and dislocations in that linguistic system. 
These variations affect the learner’s performance and development in the TL. 

The sociolinguist Weinreich (1953) was the first one to introduce the concept 
of transfer in L2 acquisition. He associated the term with that decade’s behaviourist 
theories of language interference claiming it is a result of bilingualism and contact 
between languages where the use of the L1 may lead to correct (i.e. transfer) or 
incorrect (i.e. interference) language use in the L2 (Foley & Flynn, 2013, p. 98). 

The concept of language interference has had negative connotations associated to 
it until the early 1990s. In 1989, Odlin used to term ‘transfer’ and ‘cross-linguistic 
influence’ to refer to “the influence resulting from similarities and differences between 
the TL and any other language that has been previously (and perhaps imperfectly) 
acquired” (1989, p. 27). Terminologically speaking, in our study ‘interference’ is 
used as a synonym for ‘transfer’, in accordance to Odlin’s definition in his work 
Language transfer: cross-linguistic influence in language learning (1989). When transfer 
takes place in the reverse way, from an L2, L3, L4, etc. to the person’s L1, we talk 
about ‘reverse transfer’. 

2.3. foSSiliSation 

Fossilisation is a key linguistic phenomenon present in the construction of 
interlanguage systems. It can be defined as the tendency L2 learners have to preserve 
in their interlanguage “linguistic items, rules, and subsystems” (Selinker, 1972, p. 
215) which are not present in the native speakers’ production of the L2 and which 
should have been eradicated through formal learning (Ellis, 1990). Brown (1994), 
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for instance, refers to it as the relatively permanent incorporation of erroneous 
linguistic forms in the learner’s transitory linguistic competence. Even if its influence 
is inevitable during language learning and acquisition processes, it differs from early 
childhood L1 development. In fact, the negative influence of fossilisation takes place 
mainly after adolescence because in the childhood and teenage years L2 learners 
develop innate cognitive skills which inhibit its negative influence. 

There are different approaches which aim at explaining the reasons for 
fossilisation. For instance, the generative approach supporters claim that fossilisation 
is an unconscious and persistent phenomenon which takes place when an L2 learner 
experiences prolonged difficulty in assimilating any of the marked elements (i.e. 
the peripheral elements) in a TL. This leads to the learner incorporating in his/her 
interlanguage features from the L1 grammar. Critics of this approach note that it fails 
to analyse both individual variables and other variables originated by the learning 
process. In this sense, the sociolinguistic approach puts forward the hypothesis that 
fossilisation is due to the psychological and social distance the L2 learner perceives 
with relation to its interlocutors. In some occasions, as Corder (1978) suggests, the 
L2 learner unconsciously believes that his/her interlanguage is sufficiently developed 
for the purposes needed and, consequently, loses motivation to improve (Larsen-
Freeman, 1991). 

Most researchers universally accept fossilisation as a product (i.e. a characteristic 
of non-native systems), but rarely as a process (i.e. a tendency in the creation of the 
learners’ interlanguages). If we consider this phenomenon as a process rather than as 
an observable fact, we can make a distinction between fossilisation and stabilisation. 
The former refers to long-term longitudinal studies (between 2-5 years) in speakers 
who have already finished their learning period. On the contrary, the latter makes 
reference to errors present during the learning period which are susceptible of being 
fossilised due to their persistence. 

As regards language transfer, Kellerman (1983) claims that there is a strong 
connection between the cognitive process involved in language transfer and the 
phenomenon of fossilisation, caused by the underlying psychological distance 
between both languages. For instance, false cognates are an excellent exemplification 
of the psychological mechanism of fossilisation. As Sheen (1980) puts it, the 
linguistic errors which tend to persist over time and eventually fossilise are those 
which have been allegedly caused by the influence of negative transfer. 
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3. EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

3.1. the ReSeaRch

A ‘Diagnostic test’ was carried out on 12-year-old students from two different 
educational contexts: 100 First of E.S.O. native Spanish students attending a state 
school which follows the Region of Madrid English-Spanish Bilingual Program, 
and 100 Year 8 native Spanish students attending a private British school which 
follows the ENC, both in the Region of Madrid. The test was designed by me with 
the collaboration of two philologists working as Lengua and Literatura Españolas 
teachers at the British school where the study has been done.

The British school students have acquired Spanish, their L1 and mother tongue, 
in an informal and implicit way. Concerning English, their L2 and dominant 
language at school, they have experienced real acquisition processes (as opposed to 
language learning ones) because, despite it having been developed in a classroom 
environment (i.e. a formal context typical of learning processes), the students have 
always used it in meaningful interactions and communicative exercises, using the 
language to convey and exchange information with their interlocutors. Therefore, 
despite having acquired their L2 sequentially after their L1, they are close to being 
compound bilinguals because they have a single mental representation for one same 
concept, despite having two verbal representations to refer to that concept. 

On the contrary, the state school students following the Region of Madrid English-
Spanish Bilingual Program can be considered to be consecutive bilinguals because 
they have acquired their L2 much later in time than their L1 and in formal learning 
contexts. The fact that these students only use their L2 in specific subject-related 
contexts does not allow for spontaneous uses of the language and for unconscious 
acquisition processes. In their case, their native language has a very strong influence 
on their L2, making them sub-coordinate bilinguals. 

The objective of the ‘Diagnostic test’ was to compare and contrast the language 
deficiencies regarding reverse transfer students studying the ENC and state school 
students encounter when reading and writing in their L1 and, consequently, design 
a ‘Method’ specifically targeted to the ENC students aimed at reducing the lexical 
and grammatical interferences between L1 and L2 generated by the bilingual 
environment they are in. Indeed, this type of analysis enabled me to reflect on the 
reasons for the transfers and mistakes these students make, and provide solutions via 
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the ‘Method’ designed. The linguistic influences between L1 and L2 are inevitable; 
however, the negative interferences can be counterbalanced by the implementation 
of this ‘Method’ which focusses on the specific aspects the students are inclined to 
make mistakes on.

As a way of making the sample as homogeneous as possible, after completing the 
‘Diagnostic test’ (by virtue of the answers obtained in Part 1 of this test), the only 
students taken into consideration for this study were Spanish nationality students 
with Spanish parents and, in the case of the British school group, students who 
had started attending a British school from the age of three, four or five. In this 
sense, concerning the state school students, 22 of them were discarded because 
they were not Spanish or did not have Spanish parents, and regarding the British 
school students, 20 of them were put aside because they either had a foreign or dual 
nationality or they had not received British education before the age of five. 

In order to effectively measure the impact of the ‘Method’, out of the remaining 
80 British school students the remedial work was applied on 60 of them (i.e. the 
target group), which made up 3/4 of the total native Spanish British school students 
who had started their British education before the age of five. The remaining 20 
students, which made up 1/4 of the sample, constituted the internal British school 
control group. 

The ‘Method’ was implemented for a year and a half on the target group, which 
worked through it in two stages: In Year 8, the students completed a first set of 25 
exercises, followed by a second set made up of 37 exercises, which they completed 
when they moved on to Year 9 on the following academic year. The ‘Method’ was 
not applied on the control group. In the case of the state school students, they did 
not do the ‘Method’ either since they served as an external/macro control group. 

An initial ‘Progress test 1’ and a second test (known as ‘Progress test 2’) were 
carried out on both the target group and the control group in order to monitor the 
effectiveness of the ‘Method’. Finally, the two groups of students, that is, the native 
Spanish British school students following the ENC (target and control groups) and 
the native Spanish state school students following the Region of Madrid Bilingual 
Program, did the ‘Final test’.

The ‘Final test’ has the objective of measuring the impact the ‘Method’ has had on 
counteracting reverse transfer on the target group’s receptive and productive skills in 
relation to the two control groups: The control group created within the British school 
students, and the external control group made up of the state school students. In the 
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case of the former, it consisted of the 20 British school students on whom the ‘Method’ 
had not been applied, but who had done ‘Progress test 1’ and ‘Progress test 2’ in order 
to contrast the results against the target group, who had followed the ‘Method’. In 
the case of the latter, it consisted of the 78 state school students selected after the 
completion of the ‘Diagnostic test’ but with whom there was no further contact 
established (i.e. they did not follow the ‘Method’ and did not do the progress tests). 

The 80 British school students, both the target group and the control group, moved 
from Year 8, where they took the ‘Diagnostic test’ in November/December 2015, to 
Year 9, where they took the ‘Final test’ in May/June 2017. In the case of the state 
school students, the 78 students took the ‘Diagnostic test’ when they were in First 
of E.S.O., also in November/December 2015, and the ‘Final test’ when they were 
finishing Second of E.S.O. in May/June 2017. Concerning the progress tests, they 
were taken by the British school students with a six months distance from each other. 

3.2. cateGoRiSation of tRanSfeRS and miStakeS

In this study, the deviation analysed takes place from the students’ L2 (non-
selected language) to their L1 (selected language). Both languages are used with 
familiarity by students in their everyday lives at school and at home and have been 
acquired in their early years of life (L1) and schooling (L2). This deviation takes 
the form of lexical and grammar transfers from English to Spanish. The lexical and 
grammar transfers identified in the present study are classified within specific error 
categories which include: 
Lexical transfer categories: 

–  Transfers caused by phonetic or orthographic similarities: Spelling errors are 
induced by L2 interference. Nevertheless, some may also be L1 intrinsic errors 
caused by the way the words are pronounced in Spanish. As Hassan (2014) 
argues, the pronunciation of words influences to a large extent the way they 
are spelt or written. 

–  False friends as an example of lexical borrowing: This phenomenon implies the 
incorporation of words from a leaner’s source language(s) into the TL, often 
resulting from a “lack of vocabulary in the target language” (Holmes, 2008, p. 
43). For the purposes of this study, the lexical borrowing errors encountered 
can be classified under the category of lexical transfers as “transfer lapses”, that 
is, non-intentional language switches that take place “when another language 
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has been erroneously accessed” (Cenoz, 2003, p. 107). Ekiaka et al. (2014) 
assimilate this phenomenon to code-blending, which, in the context of L1 
attrition –also described as L1 erosion–, can be understood as the insertion of 
L2 nouns and nominal groups into the syntactic structure of the L1. 

Grammar transfer categories: 

–  Subject duplication: This type of error is induced by L2 interference. The 
subject pronoun is expressly mentioned in the sentence when in Spanish its 
presence is in many occasions unnecessary because it is given by the verb. 

–  Determiner-use errors: This type of error is induced by L2 interference. In our 
case, the possessive determiner is used instead of the definite article. 

–  Transliteration or literal translation of syntactic constructions: Each item in 
the source language is given an equivalent item in the TL. According to Cristal 
(2003), it is defined as the “conversion of one writing system into another”. 
These errors are induced by L2 interference.

In the case of mistakes, they included spelling mistakes, lexical mistakes and 
syntactic mistakes. These mistakes may or may not be L2-induced, but they were all 
analysed under the same category of ‘mistakes’. 

3.3. ReSultS 

The real bilingualism presented by the British school students has proven to have 
many advantages. One of the main advantages derived from the application of the 
‘Method’ on the target group has been the development of greater metalinguistic skills 
on this group when compared to their state school counterparts. The target group 
proved to have stronger mental flexibility (Otterup, 2005, p. 14), which has translated 
in improved linguistic self-awareness regarding reverse transfer in written identification 
and production contexts, and in the activation of an underlying common proficiency 
self-awareness and positive transfer of UG principles (Angelis, 2007, p. 59). 

The results of both progress tests reveal the effectiveness of the ‘Method’ in 
improving the target group’s receptive skills concerning the correct identification 
of transfers and mistakes from their L2 to their L1. The two progress tests helped 
improve the target group students’ self-awareness regarding the phenomenon of 
reverse transfer. Indeed, the students increased their metalinguistic skills in terms 
of L1 and L2 differentiation when comprehending and producing texts in Spanish. 
From ‘Progress test 1’ to ‘Progress test 2’ the target group identified more or less the 
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same amount of transfers (i.e. 82.34% in ‘Progress test 1’ and 83.41% in ‘Progress 
test 2’), as did the British school control group (i.e. 63.58% in ‘Progress test 1’ and 
69.58% in ‘Progress test 2’), owing the small difference to habituation on seeing this 
type of examples recurrently in the progress tests. 

Without the remedial ‘Method’ being applied, British school students identified 
only 14.84% of the total transfers in the ‘Diagnostic test’ (as opposed to 22.44% 
identified by the state school students). This reveals that, in terms of lexis, the 
students have interiorised the English form of the concept the words represent and 
transferred it to their L1, applying the Spanish grammar rules to the original lexical 
term in English; and, in terms of grammar, they have interiorised certain grammar 
constructions in English and transferred them directly to their L1 (Scott Jarvis, 2003). 

After the application of the ‘Method’, the target group identified 2.86 times more 
total transfers from their L2 than they did before the ‘Method’. In fact, in the ‘Final 
test’, the target group identified 42.44% of the total transfers (as opposed to 23.61% 
identified by the state school students). This proves that the remedial work has been 
very successful at raising the students’ metalinguistic awareness regarding reverse 
transfer recognition, as shown in Figure 3 below. The amelioration in the result 
obtained by the British school control group (i.e. from 14.84% in the ‘Diagnostic 
test’ to 24.40% in the ‘Final test’) is due to a developmental improvement in reverse 
transfer recognition due to the natural evolution of the students’ interlanguage. This 
contrasts with the state school students’ result in the ‘Final test’, which practically 
stands at the same place as a year and a half ago (i.e. 23.61% of total transfers 
identified in the ‘Final test’ as opposed to 22.44% identified in the ‘Diagnostic test’). 

42,44%

14,84%

24,40%22,44%

23,61%

0,00%

10,00%

20,00%

30,00%

40,00%

50,00%

Final testDiagnostic test

Target group Control group State school

Figure 3. Comparison between the transfers the British school target group students, the British school 
control group students and the state school students correctly identified in the ‘Diagnostic test’ and in the 
‘Final test’ (Source: Author’s own compilation)
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Figure 4 below summarises the evolution in mistake identification by the British 
school target and control groups and by the state school group of students. Prior to the 
‘Method’, British school students identified only 12.50% of the mistakes contained 
in the ‘Diagnostic test’, 2.31 times less mistakes than the state school students, who 
identified 28.85% of the mistakes. As a consequence of reading predominantly in 
English, British school students are much less familiarised with Spanish irregular 
verb forms or with specific preposition collocations. The application of the ‘Method’, 
however, raised the students’ self-awareness regarding mistake identification in their 
L1. The target group identified 48.67% of the mistakes contained in the ‘Final test’ (as 
opposed to 38.33% identified by the state school students). This figure contrasts with 
the British school control group, which stands at 19.64%. This shows that, even if there 
has been a natural, developmental improvement in mistake identification in the British 
school students who did not take the ‘Method’ (i.e. from 12.50% to 19.64%) due to 
a natural evolution of their interlanguage, the ‘Method’ has proven to be successful at 
raising the students’ metalinguistic awareness regarding mistake identification in their 
L1. The ‘Method’, therefore, proves to be necessary in British school students because 
otherwise they would fall behind their state school counterparts. 
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Figure 4. Comparison between the mistakes the British school target group students, the British school 
control group students and the state school students correctly identified in the ‘Diagnostic test’ and in the 
‘Final test’ (Source: Author’s own compilation)

As regards written production, the very little exposure of the British school students 
to Spanish written texts has led to students incurring in more transfers and mistakes 
when writing in their L1 than the state school students (i.e. the British school students 
produced 3.77 times more transfers and 2.00 times more mistakes in the ‘Diagnostic 
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test’ than the state school students). The ‘Method’ has also proven to be very successful 
at reducing the presence of transfers and mistakes in the target group’s written 
production in Spanish. Concerning transfers, as shown in Figure 5, in ‘Progress test 
1’ the target group incurred in 0.12% transfers/text, 4.08 times less transfers than in 
the ‘Diagnostic test’; in ‘Progress test 2’ they incurred in 0.37% transfers/text, 1.32 
times less transfers than in the ‘Diagnostic test’; and in the ‘Final test’ they incurred in 
0.22% transfers/text, 2.23 times less transfers than in the ‘Diagnostic test’. The increase 
in transfers from ‘Progress test 1’ to ‘Progress test 2’ may be explained by reason of a 
‘mirroring effect’ taking place due to the increased exposure the target group students 
had through the ‘Method’ to reverse transfer examples. In other words, students did 
not discriminate transfers from their L2 but, instead, they incorporated them in their 
written texts in Spanish. However, the ‘Method’ still proves successful in that the 
average percentage of transfers/text in ‘Progress test 2’ is lower in the target group than 
in the control group (i.e. 0.37% of transfers/text versus 0.52% respectively). 

Regarding mistakes, as depicted below in Figure 6, in ‘Progress test 1’ the target 
group incurred in 1.54% mistakes/text, 1.84 times less mistakes than in the ‘Diagnostic 
test’; in ‘Progress test 2’ they incurred in 2.11 mistakes/text, 1.35 times less mistakes 
than in the ‘Diagnostic test’; and in the ‘Final test’ they incurred in 1.71% mistakes/
text, 1.66 times less mistakes than in the ‘Diagnostic test’. In both progress tests, the 
target group performed much worse than the control group. Moreover, in ‘Progress 
test 2’ the target group committed 1.37 more mistakes than in ‘Progress test 1’. These 
results may also be indicative of the ‘mirroring effect’ explained above. 
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Figure 5. Comparison between the transfers the British school target group students, the British school 
control group students and the state school students produced in the ‘Diagnostic test’, ‘Progress test 1’, 
‘Progress test 2’ and in the ‘Final test’ (Source: Author’s own compilation)
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Figure 6. Comparison between the mistakes the British school target group students, the British school 
control group students and the state school students produced in the ‘Diagnostic test’, ‘Progress test 1’, 
‘Progress test 2’ and in the ‘Final test’. (Source: Author’s own compilation)

However, all in all, the application of the ‘Method’ in the target group has more 
than halved the use of reverse transfer by these students and considerably reduced 
the presence of mistakes in their written production in Spanish. As can be seen 
by the control group’s results, if the ‘Method’ is not applied in the British school 
context, the number of transfers and mistakes present in the students’ L1 texts 
increase with time due to both natural developmental reasons and to an increased 
proficiency in their L2. Similarly, the ‘Method’ has managed to equal the presence 
of reverse transfer and mistakes in the state school and the target group students’ 
written texts in Spanish which, in the ‘Diagnostic test’ was unbalanced (i.e. the 
British school students presented many more transfers and mistakes in their texts). 

4. CONCLUSIONS

The ‘Method’ designed and implemented in the target group has proven to be 
effective in counteracting the cross-linguistic interference (i.e. the lexical and grammar 
transfers) between their L1 and L2, and the mistakes in L1, caused by the bilingual 
environment they are immersed in at school. When designing the ‘Method’ we took 
into consideration a learning-based approach to enhance language proficiency in 
the context of strategy-oriented instruction. In this sense, the ‘Method’ has proven 
to be successful at raising the students’ self-awareness of cross-linguistic influence 
and skills transfer between languages and cultures (Brown, 2001). Conducting a 
future research study on this topic may be interesting in order to prove whether 
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the interaction of the separate language components improves the students’ written 
production in their L2, not only in their L1, as evidenced in this study. 

This remedial ‘Method’ can also be further developed for subsequent schooling 
years, paying special attention to the phenomenon of error fossilisation. The current 
‘Method’ has been successful at avoiding the fossilisation of the transfers and 
mistakes it addresses. The age of the target group students has been a determining 
factor in preventing this phenomenon from happening because, after puberty, 
errors caused by negative transfer are practically incorrigible by formal instruction 
due to its inevitable and persistent nature. However, future research could focus 
on identifying which transfers and mistakes are susceptible of disappearing with 
the years (i.e. with an increased exposure to the contact languages) and which are 
not, maybe due to the fact that they are new developmental errors, communication 
strategies errors or that they are fossilised L2 interferences, with the intention of 
specifically addressing the fossilised transfers and mistakes which are not prone to 
disappearing in the long-term. 

The findings in our study reveal that students assimilate the concept of reverse 
transfer faster in identification contexts, that is, in receptive skills. In other words, 
they are capable of recognising the presence of reverse transfer from their L2 in 
texts written in their L1 but take more time to transfer the metalinguistic skills 
acquired for the recognition of such transfers to their productive skills. For this 
reason, when it comes to producing texts in L1, reverse transfer is still present to a 
larger extent than it is in receptive activities (i.e. in reading/identification exercises). 
Following this hypothesis, we may say that students take more time to eliminate 
reverse transfer from their writing (i.e. in their productive skills) than to identify it 
in writing when reading a text (i.e. receptive skills). 

All in all, the study carried out has been successful in proving that bilingualism 
has the potential to interfere with productive and receptive skills (i.e. written 
identification and written production) by influencing errors resulting from non-
native language transfer or negative transfer/interference from L2 to L1.
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