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Cross-linguistic transfer or target language proficiency:
writing performance of trilinguals versus bilinguals in
relation to the Interdependence Hypothesis

Sima Modirkhamene®
Abstract

This study explored the nature of cross-linguistic transfer
among bilingual versus trilinguals with varying levels of
competence in English and their previous languages. The
main assumption was that those who write well in an already
established language, write well in a target language too.
However, the nature of transfer and interdependence differs
across varying levels of proficiency in the target and previous
languages. The hypotheses were tested in writing tasks
(written in English and Persian) designed for 75 high (N=35)
versus intermediate (N=40) proficient EFL learners with
Turkish-Persian- English and Persian-English linguistic
backgrounds. Further qualitative data were also collected
through some think-aloud procedures. The data submitted to
a series of co-relational analysis, independent samples t-test,
and Mann-Whitney U, respectively, revealed: 1) Positive
relationship between writing skills of the languages known
by participants suggesting that writing skills and strategies
developed in the previous languages are accessible through
the target language; 2) Trilinguals performed significantly
better than bilinguals in English writing tasks, although,
qualitative data revealed that both groups used the same

1 - Assistant Professor, Department of English language and
LiteratureUniversity of Urmia, Iran

YY1



language, that is, Persian, as the most frequently referred
language and ; 3) The higher-level writers tended to present
less cross-linguistic influence than the lower level writers.
The results are discussed in relation to different patterns of
linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis and implications for
language teaching in multilingual contexts.

Key words: bilingual, interdependence hypothesis, transfer,
trilingual.
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