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TRANSFER OF LITERACY TRANSLATION SKILLS: 
SOURCE LANGUAGE TO TARGET LANGUAGE 
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In present paper the importance of literacy translation, as well as the ability to read, write and communicate in 
English by adult learners is revealed.  
Key words: literacy, source and target language, reading and writing skills. 
 

 
In trying to understand the process of literacy acquisition in second language, we must deal with 

the fundamental psycholinguistic issue of transfer – more specifically, the transfer of those abilities 
that enable second language learners to utilize knowledge from one language in acquiring literacy 
translation in another (i.e., how much of what we know about literacy in our first language (L1) can 
we use in becoming literate in our second language (L2)?).  

In present paper we are focusing on transfer, and not claiming that developmental processes are 
unimportant. Rather, we are focusing on the importance of the cognitive abilities that adult second 
language learners bring to the literacy acquisition task. 

Literacy has been described as the ability to read for knowledge and write coherently and think 
critically about the written word. Literacy can also include the ability to understand all forms of com-
munication, be it body language, pictures, video & sound (reading, speaking, listening and viewing) 
[11]. Literacy skills are those skills which enable a learner to read and write with independence, com-
prehension and fluency.  

The strongest case for transfer of language skills has been made by Cummins’s interdependence 
hypothesis, which states: “To the extent that instruction in Lx [i.e., Language x] is effective in promot-
ing proficiency in Lx, transfer of this proficiency to Ly will occur provided there is adequate exposure 
to Ly (either in school or environment) and adequate motivation to learn Ly” [5, p. 29]. Cummins’s 
claim is that there is an underlying cognitive/academic proficiency that is common across languages 
which allows the transfer of literacy-related skills across languages. Thus, learning to be literate in a 
second (target) language may be affected by literacy capabilities in the first (source) language. How-
ever, Cummins also suggests that this transfer capability emerges only after individuals attain a 
threshold level of proficiency sufficient to permit cognitively demanding language use. 

Many studies have supported Cummins’s claim, and even though most of the research has been 
with reading, the generalization, based on Cummins’s claim, has been that the same pattern would be 
seen with writing skills. For example, Goldman, Reyes, and Varnhagen [6, p. 38–40] found that higher 
order skills involved in comprehending stories in the source language appeared to transfer to compre-
hension of stories in students’ target languages. Canale, Frenette, and Belanger [3, p. 149–151] found 
that, based on holistic scoring methods, students’ L1 and L2 writing was positively correlated, sug-
gesting a common underlying proficiency in writing ability across languages.  

Our study investigating reading–writing relationships for English and Ukrainian speakers in 
both the first and second language suggests that literacy translation skills can transfer across lan-
guages, but that the pattern of transfer seems to vary depending on the language group. 

Translation is a reproduction of the original by means of another language while retaining the 
content and form [1, p. 38]. 

There exist various approaches and points of view to the translation and interpretation problems 
[2, p. 110–113]. The issue of language, apart from Cummins’s notion of a threshold level of proficien-
cy, must also be addressed, given that literacy and language skills are so closely intertwined. Wald 
[10, p. 165–168] attempts to sort out literacy and language skills even while he claims that both con-
tribute to literacy in English. His findings were that some of the skills that transcend language, that is, 
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that transferred from the first language, include strategies in written and spoken channels for organiz-
ing information coherently, and experience using holistic word recognition strategies in reading (by-
passing phonological decoding). Language-specific skills included specific syntactic forms for organ-
izing information and experience in recognition of English words, among other factors. 

Thus, although Cummins’s notion of a common underlying proficiency has been supported by 
these and other studies, it is not as simple a picture as it first appears. Language translation proficiency 
is a limiting factor, and we must be sensitive to the distinction between language skills and literacy 
translation skills. If we are going to say that literacy-related skills transfer after a certain language 
proficiency has been reached, then we must be able to define literacy translation skills as opposed to 
language skills (a fine line) before we are able to say what exactly transfers.  

Not all the evidence has supported Cummins’s claim for transfer of skills, however. McLaugh-
lin [8, p. 57–61], for example, expected that advanced readers would utilize different, more effective 
reading strategies than would beginning readers, indicating a continual progression in reading skill as 
readers developed facility with the language. However, he found that although advanced readers were 
more capable of making semantic and syntactic predictions, they did not perform significantly better 
than beginning readers. 

McLaughlin’s results could be interpreted as refusing Cummins’s hypothesis, since the readers 
with advanced language proficiency (presumably having reached a proficiency threshold) were still 
unable to utilize effective reading skills. Carson et al. [4, p. 245–249] also found evidence that writing 
ability does not transfer easily from first to second language, and this finding calls the question Cum-
mins’s generalization that reading and writing are skills that transfer easily and behave similarly. 

In thinking of writing this way, we may be tempted to understand the L2 writing process as in-
fluenced by a more or less “translated” L1 process. However, it is simplistic to assume that the complex 
process of writing in a second language occurs solely in that language. We report on a study in which 
students use their first language in planning their L2 writing, and find that the use of the first language 
(in planning) can facilitate rather than inhibit the production of better-quality prose in the second language. 

McLaughlin borrows the notion of restructuring from Rumelhart and Norman to suggest that 
learners may need to modify organizational structures at points in the learning process. “Our data sug-
gested that various aspects of second language performance have an emergent quality. Learning at 
such time involves the modification of organizational structures and the adoption of new strategies and 
procedures” [8, p. 63]. 

In restructuring, new structures are added to allow for new interpretation of facts. Restructuring 
is different both from accretion, adding new facts, and from turning, modifying categories. The im-
portant point that Rumelhart and Norman [9, p. 39–42] make is that learning is not a unitary process; 
some is discontinuous. 

The implication of our study for Cummins’s interdependence hypothesis is that the language 
proficiency threshold may be a necessary but not a sufficient condition for transferring literacy transla-
tion skills from the first to a second language. If learners do not “restructure”, they may not be able to 
move beyond limited decoding strategies to more effective and efficient strategies and skills, in spite 
of their language proficiency. 

We would disagree with Cummins’s interdependence hypothesis, making a case against auto-
matic transfer of skills by taking the opposite but equally valid perspective that the task of the lan-
guage learner is to synthesize language skills that originate as separate entities. According to this 
statement, there is no automatic transfer of skills from one domain to another. Rather, language sub-
systems are represented separately, and this implies separate access to underlying cognitive skills.  

In our research we hypothesize a cognitive barrier between language use across varieties and 
across language modes. Given our limited processing ability coupled with our limited ability to merge 
information, we consider that it is inevitable that language and the cognitive skills associated with it 
will show a certain degree of nongeneralizability across what appear to be similar situations and simi-
lar tasks. What we have, then, are cognitive barriers between registers that can limit our ability to dis-
cover and use structural similarities. Our position is that because of the fragmentary nature of language 
systems that arise as functionally discrete entities, language skills are necessarily cognitively separat-
ed. However, it is the synthesis of these systems that allows transfer of these skills across systems. 

So, the movement is from the many to the one. Cummins, on the other hand, moves from the 
one to the many, claiming that separate language proficiencies arise out of a common underlying cog-
nitive proficiency. 
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The position that we have outlined in this article allow for three possibilities for transfer of liter-
acy translation skills across languages: 

1. There exists a common underlying proficiency with a threshold level of language proficiency 
that allows skills to transfer. 

2. There exists an underlying proficiency with a threshold level of language proficiency and a 
cognitive restructuring that allows skills to transfer. 

3. There exist separate language systems with a cognitive separation of language skills. Trans-
fer occurs at the point where two previously separated but structurally similar language routines come 
together. 

It is not the case, however, that these three positions are necessarily mutually exclusive. What-
ever theoretical model we adopt to explain transfer phenomena, the following must apply: (1) there 
must be a mechanism by which we can discover similarities between source and target languages, or 
synthesize; (2) there must be a mechanism by which we can restructure our experience to allow for 
new interpretations of second language input; and (3) for the sake of cognitive efficiency, there must 
be a mechanism that allows strategies and information to be shared across languages. 

There is evidence, then, that literacy translation skills can transfer across languages and across 
modalities, but it appears that such transfer is not necessarily automatic. Variables that affect the prob-
ability of transfer include the interaction of language proficiency with cognitive processes. It appears 
that language proficiency is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for transfer, and it is possible 
that transfer results form a combination of a threshold level of proficiency combined with some re-
structuring in Rumelhart and Norman’s [9, p. 47–50] sense. 

Language proficiency is most likely a stronger force in transfer across languages than it is trans-
fer across modalities. The fact that instruction facilitates transfer across modalities (and that general 
experience in either reading or writing did not result in automatic transfer) argues for the importance 
of synthesis of separate literacy skills in both the first and second languages. 

It is no longer sufficient to consider whether a student can “read” (decoding text, really) and 
“write” (encoding text), and it is necessary to consider more meaningful aspects of literacy in educa-
tion and in society as a whole, if we are to complete the transition we are in, from a society in which 
communication was never possible on the level of “many to many”, to one in which it is [11]. 

So, it is clear that there must be common underlying proficiencies, both across languages and 
across modalities that allow adult learners to draw on already developed knowledge bases and strate-
gies as they develop literacy translation skills in their second language. 
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The paper deals with the problem of indirect speech acts–the ways certain types of illocutionary acts are pro-
duced and perceived, the number and content of illocutionary acts within the indirect speech act. 
Indirect speech acts are considered in the context of literary discourse by Eudora Welty, a contemporary Ameri-
can author. Indirect speech acts are speech acts that don’t express the speaker’s intentions outright, have the 
form of another illocutionary act and is an integral part of “live” communication. They convey additional in-
formation (essential and substantial), creating implication for the “apparent” text. 
Key words: speech act, directive, commissive, representative, expressive, declarative, indirect speech act, speak-
er’s communicative intentions, gender, “female” language. 
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