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When bilingual children learn how to read and write in their two languages, the two developing systems 

may influence each other, also on their level of literacy (Genesee et al., 2006). There has been extensive 

research investigating crosslinguistic influence (CLI) in bilingual literacy development and factors that 

play a role in it (see ibid., Geva, 2014 for reviews). Many studies indicate that bilinguals share their 

literacy skills across their languages, particularly so when those skills apply to both writing systems 

(Bialystok et al., 2005; Koda, 2008). While CLI in literacy skills can be advantageous, it can also lead 

to negative transfer effects, particularly so, when the two writing systems differ, for instance in terms of 

the orthographic principles that underlie grapheme-phoneme correspondences. 

Most studies investigating CLI in bilingual literacy development have focused on receptive skills, such 

as grapheme-decoding or word-reading (Genessee et al, 2006; Feinauer et al., 2013). They indicate that 

CLI in literacy skills is moderated by similarities and differences between the two linguistic and the two 

writing systems involved (Bialystok et al., 2005). Also child-internal factors, such oral language 

proficiency and dominance in oral language skills, play a role (Feinauer et al., 2013). In addition to this, 

it has been speculated that a bilingual advantage in metalinguistic abilities can compensate for reduced 

oral proficiency when bilinguals develop literacy in their weaker language (Bialystok, 2007)/ Few 

studies, however, have looked at CLI in bilingual spelling development and most of those focus on 

bilinguals with English as one of their languages (e.g. Howard et al., 2012; Savage et al., 2017). Howard 

et al. (2012), who investigated the spelling development of Spanish-English bilinguals in 2nd and 4th 

grade of primary school, found only little evidence of negative effects of crosslinguistic evidence, 

predominantly but not exclusively going from dominant to non-dominant language. They also found 

that negative transfer between the two systems considerably decreased from 2nd to 4th grade. 

In the current study, we investigate CLI in bilingual spelling by examining the development of Dutch-

German bilingual primary school children, who learn how to read and write in both of their languages. 

We present results from a pilot study in which we tested the word-spelling of 2nd and 4th graders (N=36) 

focusing on features in which the two orthographic systems differ (Landerl & Reitsma, 2005). Findings 

indicate that 2nd and 4th graders show extensive evidence of CLI leading to spelling mistakes. This 

happens to a greater extent in the non-dominant school-language, Dutch. However, this differs 

significantly between more balanced early bilinguals and more German-dominant late bilinguals. We 

also find that not all CLI-prone features are difficult to the same degree for the bilinguals in our study. 

Spelling skills improve in both languages for all bilinguals in our study. In contrast to Howard et al. 

(2012), however, we see that CLI-prone features still cause difficulties for 4th graders. We speculate that 

this might be related to the high degree of linguistic similarity between the two languages and writing 

systems, which may be a problem in the beginning. Interestingly, we see that in 2nd grade the more 

balanced bilinguals score higher than the German-dominant bilinguals, also in German. This could be 

an effect of enhanced metalinguistic awareness in this group of bilinguals. 
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