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Abstract

Spelling remains a fundamental skill to acquire because it is foundational 
for successful literacy attainment, even with the advancement of 
technological writing tools. Nevertheless, it is an understudied skill in 
research, especially among language learners. This literature review 
aims to shed light on the English spelling skills of Arabic L1 speakers. The 
findings are organized around three domains: (1) common errors in 
English writing made by Arabic L1 speakers, (2) comparative studies 
examining the English spelling performance of Arabic L1 learners versus 
learners from other language backgrounds, and (3) effective English 
spelling interventions for Arabic L1 learners. Synthesizing findings across 
these studies reveals spelling errors that can be attributed to cross-
linguistic transfer from Arabic to English and errors that pertain to the 
complexity of the English-language orthography, along with promising 
interventions that can be utilized to improve spelling performance among 
Arabic speakers. The review concludes with instructional recommendations 
aligned with research on Arabic L1 learners, including systematic and 
explicit spelling instruction with attention to pronunciation. It also identifies 
directions for future research based on current gaps outlined in the 
available literature. This paper is the first study that synthesizes English 
spelling errors of Arabic speakers using a unified error classification 
system while explaining the errors in relation to the developmental stages 
of spelling acquisition and the influence of L1. 
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INTRODUCTION

Despite the widespread availability of spellcheck and other writing tools, spelling remains a 
fundamental skill for literacy (Pan et al., 2021). Spelling and reading engage shared cognitive 
processes (Rapp & Lipka, 2011) and are closely correlated (Ehri, 1997). Accurate spelling 
supports fluent reading, which in turn facilitates comprehension by allowing attention to shift to 
meaning (Snow et al., 2005). Notwithstanding, spelling achievement remains an understudied 
topic in literacy research, particularly among language learners, especially Arabic-speaking 
students. Arabic is among the most widely spoken languages globally, and its script is second 
only to the Roman alphabet in distribution (Saiegh-Haddad & Joshi, 2014). Many English 
language learners come from Arabic-speaking backgrounds, as several countries in the world, 
particularly those in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), have adopted English as an official 
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language. English is also widely taught as a second or foreign language across the region. 
Arabic speakers also form large communities in many English-speaking countries. Examining 
English spelling achievement in this population is essential for both supporting literacy 
development and advancing language acquisition theory.

Spelling acquisition in the first language

Understanding spelling development in English as a first language (L1 hereafter) is important 
because it provides a baseline for understanding typical stages and challenges of spelling 
development. This baseline can in turn inform educators’ efforts in identifying and addressing 
the specific difficulties encountered by English as a second language (L2 hereafter) learners. 
Researchers characterize L1 spelling development through frameworks describing sequential 
stages, paralleling Piaget’s (1971) cognitive development theory, which conceptualizes learning 
as stage-based. One prominent model originates from Gentry (1982), while a more recent, 
closely corresponding framework by Bear and colleagues (2015) outlines the stages of spelling 
development as emergent, letter-name alphabetic, within-word patterns, syllables and affixes, 
and derivational relations.

In Bear et al.’s (2015) model, the emergent stage describes writers who do not yet use language 
conventionally for spelling. Early in this stage, writing resembles scribbles or drawings. Later, 
children begin incorporating some letters. This stage is largely pre-phonetic, lacking letter-sound 
associations. Learning the alphabetic principle (the systematic relationship between letters 
and sounds) marks the transition to the next stage.

The letter-name alphabetic stage coincides with formal reading instruction. A hallmark of this 
stage is the use of letter names to represent sounds, exemplified by a child’s spelling of “when 
are you coming” as YNRUKM, which is cited in Bear et al. (2015). In this example, Y represents 
the /w/ sound, N represents the “en” sound in “when”, and R and U represent the words “are” 
and “you”. By the end of this stage, children typically master most consonant spellings at word 
beginnings and endings, represent long vowels (often omitting silent letters and long vowel 
markers), and segment words into sounds matching many key letter-sound patterns. Bear et al. 
provide example misspellings such as *hop (hope), *grat (great), *mes (miss), and *mich (much) 
for this developmental stage.

The within-word pattern stage reflects a shift from relying solely on sound-to-letter 
correspondences to recognizing orthographic patterns, including letter chunks and silent 
vowel markers. Writers consider letter-sound patterns and word patterns simultaneously. 
Example errors provided by Bear et al. (2015) include *teme (team), *gowl (goal), *throwe 
(throw), and *cons (cones), demonstrating confusion with long vowel markers.

In the syllables and affixes stage, writers consider syllable junctures and morphemes in 
multisyllabic words. Most monosyllabic words are spelled correctly, but errors occur at 
multisyllabic syllable junctures, as seen in the example errors *stoped (stopped) and *hikeing 
(hiking), cited by Bear et al. (2015).
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Finally, the derivational relations stage involves understanding how root word derivations affect 
spelling. Errors like *faverite (favorite) and *diffrent (different) cited by Bear et al. (2015) show 
limited knowledge of derivational relationships and how meaning is preserved despite sound 
changes in derived words.

Spelling development among language learners
	
Although this article focuses on Arabic L1 learners, reviewing research on other language 
groups is essential for a broader understanding of English spelling development among 
language learners. Studies of diverse populations allow for identifying universal patterns, 
shared challenges, and language-specific transfer issues from L1 to L2. There is no single 
framework describing spelling development stages among language learners. However, research 
consistently shows that L2 speakers tend to transfer linguistic knowledge from L1 into their L2 
writing. Cummins’ (1979, 1981) Linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis posits that languages 
share underlying academic proficiencies, such as spelling, even when surface features differ. 
Learners often transfer L1 phonological awareness into L2, which can support spelling 
development. For example, those who spell well in L1 and have strong phonological skills 
often perform better in L2 spelling. In such cases, transfer is positive because L1 strengths 
support L2 literacy. However, when L1 and L2 differ more significantly, spelling errors unique 
to that background may occur.
	
Challenges in English spelling, shaped by the L1 background, often arise from differences in 
phonological systems. Learners may struggle with English phonemes that are not present in 
their L1. Spanish speakers, for example, often confuse /b/ and /v/, resulting in errors like 
*bildich (village), due to the similarity between these phonemes in Spanish (Hevia-Tuero et 
al., 2023). They may confuse /θ/ and /d/, producing *broder (brother), since /θ/ does not 
exist in Spanish. Similarly, Cantonese speakers have difficulty with /θ/ because it is also absent 
from Cantonese (Wang & Geva, 2003a). Spanish speakers may further simplify final consonant 
clusters, writing *frien for friend, because such clusters are uncommon in Spanish (Hevia-Tuero 
et al., 2023). Japanese speakers often confuse /l/ and /r/, leading to errors such as *runch 
(lunch), *labbit (rabbit), *walmer (warmer), and *grobal (global) due to the lack of distinction 
between the /l/ and /r/ phonemes in Japanese (Cook, 1997). Arabic speakers similarly confuse 
/b/ and /p/ as well as /f/ and /v/ when writing in English, since /p/ and /v/ do not exist in 
Arabic (Allaith & Joshi, 2011). They may also struggle with /g/ and /tʃ/, which exist in Spoken 
Arabic but are not represented in Standard Arabic script (Allaith & Joshi, 2013).

The orthographic nature of L1 can also influence spelling development in English. Spanish 
speakers, for instance, may insert h in digraphs, writing *thenager (teenager) or *fhather 
(father) because h is a silent letter in Spanish (Hevia-Tuero et al., 2023). They may also use j 
to represent the /h/ sound, as in *japi (happy), because j carries that sound in Spanish (Fashola 
et al., 1996; Linder et al., 2022; Sun-Alperin & Wang, 2008). Cantonese speakers, whose L1 
uses a logographic system unlike English, may perform poorly on pseudoword spelling tasks 
that require regular letter-sound correspondences, suggesting reliance on non-phonological 
strategies when spelling in English (Wang & Geva, 2003b). A different challenge appears among 
Arabic and Hebrew speakers: vowel processing in English has been found to be more difficult 



rEFLections
Vol 32, No 2, May - August 2025

1050

compared to speakers of alphabetic systems (e.g., French) or logographic systems (e.g., 
Chinese), as vowels are sparsely represented in Arabic and Hebrew writing (Hayes-Harb, 2006; 
Martin, 2017; Ryan & Meara, 1991).
	
At the same time, the orthographic structure of L1 can sometimes facilitate English spelling. 
Cantonese speakers, for instance, often outperform English L1 peers on tasks involving 
recognition of legitimate and illegitimate pseudoword spellings, likely due to their experience 
with logographic systems (Wang & Geva, 2003b). They also tend to demonstrate stronger 
orthographic knowledge than Korean speakers, whose L1 uses a script language (Hamada & 
Koda, 2008; Martin, 2017).

Taken together, findings suggest that the phonological and orthographic features of a learner’s 
L1 can both support and interfere with English spelling development. As a result, language 
learners from diverse backgrounds may exhibit both similar and distinct challenges and strengths.

The Arabic writing system versus the English writing system
	
The writing systems of Arabic and English differ significantly. English uses the Latin alphabet 
and is considered morphophonemic because its orthography reflects both sound and meaning. 
English spelling is governed by several factors, including letter-sound relationships, word origin 
and history, and morphology (Bear et al., 2015). For instance, spelling fish involves directly 
mapping the sounds /f/, /ɪ/, and /ʃ/ to the graphemes f, i, and sh. In contrast, spelling chef 
requires knowledge of word origin, as /ʃ/ maps to ch due to the word’s French roots. Words 
like catch and speech require awareness of positional generalizations, such as ch appearing 
after vowel digraphs and tch in one-syllable words following short vowels. Morphological rules 
apply to derived forms. For example, beginning involves doubling the n from begin, while 
smiling drops the silent -e from smile. These complexities contribute to the opacity of English 
orthography. A single phoneme may be spelled in several ways (fish, chef, nation), and the 
same letter patterns may represent different sounds (giant, goal). There are also exception 
words (the, should, said) that do not follow predictable spelling patterns. English heavily relies 
on vowels, with around twenty vowel sounds represented by a limited number of graphemes 
built from the letters a, e, i, o, u, w, and y. Accordingly, the same letter pattern may represent 
more than one sound (paper, tall, fast), and the same sound may be spelled using different 
letter patterns (tea, bee, even).

Arabic, in contrast, is a Semitic language that uses the Arabic alphabet. At first glance, Arabic 
appears to have a simple writing system, with mostly consistent and predictable sound-to-
symbol correspondences. Most Arabic words are spelled through direct phoneme-grapheme 
mapping. However, Arabic orthography is not as shallow as it initially appears. Arabic is 
a consonantal language that emphasizes consonant representation in writing. It has three 
primary long vowels, three short vowels, and two diphthongs. While long vowels are represented 
with letters, short vowels are marked with diacritics. Without these marks, words that differ 
in pronunciation and meaning, which are often derived from the same root, can appear identical. 
Despite this, in most real-world contexts, Arabic is written without diacritics (unvowelized). 
Readers rely on context to infer meaning, and skilled writers spell words correctly without 
marking short vowels.
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Arabic is also characterized by diglossia: two language varieties coexist within one community, 
and each is used in distinct contexts. Spoken Arabic is used in everyday informal communication 
and lacks a standardized written form. Standard Arabic, by contrast, is used in writing and 
formal speech and is strongly tied to education. Although the two varieties overlap in some 
areas, they differ significantly in phonology, vocabulary, morphology, syntax, and semantics.

The present study

This literature review examines English spelling performance among Arabic speakers. To date, 
no prior study has analyzed spelling errors in this population in relation to the stages outlined 
in stage-based models of spelling (e.g., Bear et al., 2015), while accounting for L1 influence 
through the lens of cross-linguistic transfer theory. This paper contributes to the understanding 
of spelling achievement in this population, offers research-based instructional recommendations, 
and suggests directions for future research. It is exploratory in nature and guided by the 
following research questions:

1. What are the most common errors in the English writing of Arabic L1 speakers when classified  
  using O’Brien et al.’s (2020) phonological, graphemic-orthographic, and morphological- 
    semantic framework? 
2. How does the English spelling performance of Arabic L1 learners compare to that of learners  
   from other language backgrounds, particularly regarding overall ability and accuracy in  
    spelling phonemes absent from Arabic?
3. What spelling interventions are most effective in improving English spelling among Arabic  
    L1 learners?

METHODOLOGY

Identification of studies
	
ERIC and Google Scholar were used to identify relevant research. ERIC was selected primarily 
for its specialized focus on peer-reviewed education research from diverse international 
contexts, ensuring access to high-quality, relevant literature. Google Scholar supplemented 
this search by capturing additional peer-reviewed studies beyond ERIC’s scope. Initially, searches 
using the keywords “spelling Arabic” and “spelling Arab” yielded 68 and 23 results in ERIC 
(without restrictions) and 183 and 53 in Google Scholar (restricted to titles). A broader Google 
Scholar search with “spelling Arab OR Arabic” in full texts returned over 74,000 results. The 
author reviewed the first 600 results, noting that after this point more than 50 consecutive 
results lacked relevance.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
	
The inclusion and exclusion process consisted of several steps. First, all articles from ERIC and 
the restricted Google Scholar search were compiled. Titles and abstracts were screened for 
relevance to the research questions, and a list of all pertinent articles was created. Second, 
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titles from the unrestricted Google Scholar search were examined; if relevant and non-duplicate, 
abstracts were reviewed and relevant articles were added to the list. Third, to ensure rigor, 
studies not published in peer-reviewed journals or published in open-access journals not 
listed in COPE, DOAJ, Scopus, or Web of Science were excluded. This procedure helped avoid 
citing articles published in potentially predatory journals that could distort findings. Fourth, a 
full-text review was conducted. Articles were excluded if they did not address the research 
questions upon closer inspection (studies focused on spelling in Arabic, studies that reported 
English spelling errors only as part of general error counts without detailing the nature of 
errors, or studies that did not separate Arabic L1 learners’ results from those of other groups). 
Twenty-one articles met all inclusion criteria.
	
For transparency, the author initially considered including all available research on English 
spelling among Arabic L1 learners. However, many studies were of questionable quality. Thus, 
the third step was introduced to ensure validity. While this procedure limited the number of 
studies included, it was necessary to maintain confidence in the conclusions.
	
In summary, included studies had to (1) address at least one research question, (2) be peer- 
reviewed, and (3) be based on primary data. Excluded studies were those that (1) focused on 
spelling in Arabic, (2) did not describe the nature of spelling errors, (3) did not isolate Arabic 
L1 learners’ results from other L2 groups, or (4) were published in open-access journals not 
listed in recognized indexing services.

Data extraction
	
Articles were first organized into three thematic categories aligned with the research questions: 
(1) common English spelling errors by Arabic L1 speakers found in writing samples (11 studies), 
(2) studies comparing the spelling performance of Arabic L1 learners with learners from other 
language backgrounds (7 studies), and (3) effective spelling interventions for Arabic L1 
learners (3 studies).
	
For the first category, the data extracted and presented in Table 1 includes participant numbers, 
background, data collection methods, error classification systems, and the most frequently 
reported spelling errors. When available, frequencies of errors that occurred more than 10% 
of the time in participants’ writings are reported; however, not all studies provided such 
numerical data. The studies used different classification systems. For example, some treated 
capitalization as a spelling error, some distinguished vowel and consonant errors while others 
combined them, and some isolated silent -e errors while others grouped them with general 
omissions. To synthesize findings, the author reclassified errors using a unified system 
presented in the appendix and detailed in the “Findings and Discussion” section.
	
For the comparative studies, Table 2 presents participant data, background information, comparison 
groups, spelling measures, and main findings. These studies fall into two subcategories: those 
focusing on English phonemes absent from Arabic and those examining overall spelling 
proficiency.
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Table 3 summarizes the intervention studies, including participant data, descriptions of 
interventions, and reported outcomes. Given that there were only three studies, no subcategories 
were created.
	
The extracted data were synthesized to identify patterns and connections across studies, 
enabling a comprehensive understanding of the topic. These conclusions inform instructional 
implications and suggest directions for future research. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Common errors in English writing by Arabic L1 speakers

Table 1

Common errors found in English written essays by Arabic L1 learners
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*Classification systems are reported as cited by the authors of studies. 

Most of the compiled studies were descriptive, categorizing spelling errors found in participants’ 
writing samples. Table 1 lists these studies, detailing participants’ backgrounds, data collection 
and classification methods, and the most frequent errors based on the authors’ classification 
systems.

However, the variety of classification systems made it unfeasible to compare findings across 
studies. Moreover, these systems did not provide a developmental perspective on spelling 
errors. For example, an omission error in misspelling heart as *hear (Deacon, 2017) may reflect 
incomplete phonological representation, whereas an omission error in misspelling write as 
*writ (Albesher, 2018) suggests unfamiliarity with the silent -e generalization.

To synthesize findings and analyze errors developmentally, this study reclassified reported 
errors using a unified system based on O’Brien et al.’s (2020) error classification framework. 
The system includes (1) phonological errors, which involve spelling phonemes with patterns 
that misrepresent sounds, such as allophone use, omissions, or substitutions; (2) graphemic- 
orthographic errors, which preserve phonological quality but use incorrect graphemes, like 
letter doubling errors; and (3) morphological-semantic errors, related to meaning, such as 
unconventional homophone use. These three domains were further subdivided by the 
present author.

This reclassification consolidates the diverse systems that were used across the studies, 
offering a clearer, more coherent framework for qualitative interpretations while respecting 
the original authors’ categorizations. It also enables synthesis across articles. The appendix 
contains a table outlining the reclassified collective spelling errors from the studies in Table 1. 
Note that the errors listed in the compiled table should be interpreted qualitatively, not 
quantitatively, as they are based on example errors mapped from the cited studies rather than 
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error frequency. Quantitative data would strengthen the findings, but the original articles’ 
presentations did not allow for such extraction.

It is worth noting that differences in the classification systems used in this study versus the 
reviewed studies led to some variations in conclusions. For example, Alenazi et al. (2021) 
grouped *tickeet/ticket, *beatch/beach, and *off/of as addition errors, whereas this study 
classified them as phonological, graphemic-orthographic, and morphological-semantic 
errors, respectively. 

Phonological errors
	
A closer look at the phonological errors reveals few instances of vowel or consonant omissions. 
Most errors involved incorrect representation of the phoneme sounds. Among consonants, 
the most commonly reported errors were confusion between b and p, followed by alternation 
between f and v. Vowel errors mainly involved incorrect phoneme-to-grapheme mapping. 
Short vowels were most affected (e.g., *frant/front, *coolect/collect). There were also errors 
related to long vowels (e.g., *huoman/human, *belive/believe), diphthongs (e.g., *geun/gain, 
*abaut/about), and r-inflected vowels (e.g., *toghothar/together, *doktoor/doctor). Errors 
occurred in monosyllabic words (e.g., *rid/red, *eag/egg) but were more frequently reported 
in multisyllabic words (e.g., *resamblance/resemblance, *defination/definition). Some errors 
appeared in high-frequency words with predictable letter-sound patterns (e.g., *lave/love, 
*git/get, *abuot/about), while others involved less common words with more complex 
spellings (e.g., *neocliar/nuclear, *restorant/restaurant).

The spelling challenges involving consonants that are absent from Arabic, along with their 
cognate pairs, align with prior research that highlighted frequent confusion between /b/ and 
/p/, as well as between /f/ and /v/, among Arabic L1 learners (Allaith & Joshi, 2011), and 
research that reported that Arabic L1 learners tend to use graphemes that represent /k/ and 
/dʒ/ to spell the sounds /g/ and /tʃ/, respectively (Allaith & Joshi, 2013). Additional patterns 
include the substitution of /ʃ/ with /tʃ/ and confusion between /ʒ/ and /ʃ/. Notably, /tʃ/ is 
absent in Standard Arabic but present in Spoken Arabic, while /ʒ/ is absent from Arabic 
altogether. These patterns reflect specific difficulties with phonemes missing in learners’ L1, 
causing overgeneralization of English spelling rules. This negative cross-linguistic transfer 
supports the Linguistic Affiliation Hypothesis (Russak & Saiegh-Haddad, 2011). Comparable 
spelling error examples include Afrikaans /f/-/v/ *vuur/fire (De Sousa et al., 2011), Chinese 
/θ/-/s/ *serd/third (Bear et al., 2018), French /ð/-/d/ *dey/they (Morris, 2001), Greek /b/-/p/ 
*jumbed/jumped (Kuloheri, 2014), Japanese /l/-/r/ *negrect/neglect (Gunion, 2012), and Thai 
/θ/-/t/ *someting/something (Naruemon, 2012).

However, vowel errors appear to be less connected to the participants’ L1 and more influenced 
by the developmental aspects of learning the complex English orthography system. This is 
evidenced by similar errors documented in the writings of English L1 speakers (Bahr et al., 
2012) and English L2 learners from diverse backgrounds, such as Afrikaans *huis/house (De 
Sousa et al., 2011), Chinese *gam/gum (Bear et al., 2018), French *mather/mother (Morris, 
2001), Greek *grups/groups (Kuloheri, 2014), Japanese *pronaunceasion/pronunciation 
(Gunion, 2012), and Thai *strenge/strange (Naruemon, 2012).
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It is worth noting that the phonological errors compiled here do not indicate frequent vowel 
omissions. Most errors show awareness of the need to include vowels, even if they are 
misspelled. Thus, while Arabic L1 speakers may struggle with vowel processing (Hayes-Harb, 
2006; Martin, 2017; Ryan & Meara, 1991), this weakness does not necessarily present itself 
in the form of omitting vowels from English words. This conclusion supports Deacon’s (2017) 
findings on orthographic transfer of vowels.

Graphemic-orthographic errors

Graphemic-orthographic errors pertain to words that require orthographic knowledge 
beyond basic letter-sound associations. These challenges reflect the complexity of the English 
writing system, a complexity that Arabic speakers typically do not encounter in Arabic. The 
classification used in the appendix table separates errors involving consonants from those 
involving vowels.

Errors in c/s choices often reflect a lack of awareness of word origin. For instance, spelling /s/ 
as c in words like *sentense/sentence, *sity/city, *reduse/reduce, *experiense/experience, 
and *conserns/concerns indicates unfamiliarity with the Latin and Old French roots of these 
words. Similarly, while /ʃ/ is spelled as sh in Anglo-Saxon words, it appears as ch in French-origin 
words and ti, si, or ci in Latin-driven words (Joshi et al., 2008). This variation helps explain 
errors like *permition/permission, *pachent/patient, *controvertial/controversial, *crusial/
crucial, *preftionally/professionally, and *fation/fashion. Other examples, such as *elefant/
elephant or *sychology/psychology, require knowledge that /s/ and /f/ are reliably spelled as 
ps and ph in Greek-origin words (Joshi et al., 2008). While these misspellings reflect gaps in 
morphological knowledge and word origin, they also show that learners are using phonetically 
plausible English graphemes for the intended sounds. In this sense, even unconventional 
spellings demonstrate some level of orthographic understanding.

Some of the graphemic-orthographic errors also reflect limited knowledge of English syllable 
patterns and word parts. English spelling is governed by several generalizations. The floss rule 
dictates that in one-syllable words with a short vowel ending in f, l, s, or z, the final consonant 
should be doubled (Henry, 2003). Errors like *wal/wall reflect a lack of knowledge of this rule, 
while errors like *godd/god show its overgeneralization. Moreover, the rabbit rule holds that 
the medial consonant in two-syllable words should be doubled if the first vowel is short 
(Carreker, 2011). Errors like *polute/pollute, *hopies/hobbies, and *sumer/summer indicate a 
lack of knowledge of this rule, while *imottion/emotion and *ellectronic/electronic suggest 
overgeneralization. Furthermore, the doubling rule requires doubling the final consonant in 
one-syllable words with short vowels before adding a suffix (Henry, 2003). Errors like *stoped/
stopped and *runing/running reflect gaps in this knowledge, while *slowwing/slowing and 
*bookking/booking show overgeneralization. Additionally, the dropping rule requires 
omitting the final -e before a suffix that begins with a vowel, and this rule explains errors like 
*takeing/taking and *compareing/comparing. Similarly, the changing rule states that the final 
y should be changed to i before suffixes, unless the suffix begins with i or is preceded by a 
vowel (Henry, 2003). Errors like *payed/paid and *trys/tries reflect a lack of knowledge of this 
rule. Other frequent errors include dropping l before adding -ly (e.g., *realy/really, *mentaly/
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mentally), possibly because the letter is phonetically redundant or due to inaccurate 
understanding of the dropping rule. Many graphemic-orthographic errors require awareness 
of consistent, albeit complex, spelling generalizations. For example, selecting the correct 
grapheme for /k/ or /ʤ/ depends on the letter’s position in a word and the following vowel. 
Using the changing or doubling rules also requires understanding of syllable junctures. In 
contrast, certain choices, such as when to use c versus s for /s/, depend less on rules and more 
on etymological knowledge.

Vowel-related graphemic-orthographic errors often involve unconventional yet phonetically 
plausible spellings. English vowels are complex: some sounds have frequent, reliable 
graphemes, while others can be spelled in multiple or infrequent ways. For instance, /ē/ is 
spelled differently in feet, athletes, equal, three, penny, beach, ceiling, valley, ski, priest, and 
petite (Carreker, 2011). Examining the vowel errors reported for Arabic L1 learners shows 
patterns rather than randomness. Errors like *speek/speak, *speach/speech, *geless/jealous, 
*frend/friend, and *duble/double involve phonetically plausible but unconventional grapheme 
choices. These errors suggest that learners are applying known sound-letter associations 
without accounting for English irregularities. A less common but noteworthy pattern involves 
using letter names to represent sounds (e.g., *fel/feel, *pepole/people), a developmental trait 
often seen in beginning spellers (Bear et al., 2015). However, these errors likely stem from the 
same orthographic complexity rather than the developmental stage alone.

Other errors reflect misunderstanding of the silent -e rule. Omissions (e.g., *lif/life, *invit/
invite, *mistaks/mistakes) or overgeneralizations (e.g., *begane/began, *roome/room, *kinde/
kind) indicate confusion about how an -e signals a long vowel. Additional errors, like *monye/
money and *abuot/about, show transposition of graphemes, indicating a lack of solid 
understanding of English graphemes, while other transposition errors, like *cheif/chief and 
*langauge/language likely reflect the multiple alternative spellings of English vowels. 

Morphological-semantic errors 

Morphological-semantic errors, like graphemic-orthographic ones, require knowledge that 
goes beyond basic letter-sound associations. Homophones must be memorized, as they are 
not governed by specific rules. Thus, errors like *there/their, *brake/break, *right/write, *week/
weak, and *lose/loose reflect a lack of orthographic knowledge, rather than cross-linguistic 
transfer from L1 to L2.

Other errors involve nearly similar-sounding words, such as *will/well, *beard/bird, *hall/
whole, and *tin/ten. These likely arise from pronunciation errors, which then affect 
phoneme-to-grapheme mapping. Additionally, accurate spelling of words like health, knowledge, 
and business requires understanding how root words are preserved after derivation (Joshi 
et al., 2008). Errors such as *helth, *knoldg, and *busness can be attributed to a lack of this 
morphological awareness. 
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Developmental versus cross-linguistic errors
	
By synthesizing the findings of spelling error studies based on writing samples from Arabic L1 
speakers with previous research on spelling errors among learners from other backgrounds, 
it becomes crucial to distinguish between developmental spelling errors common to all learners 
and those specific to learners’ L1. On the one hand, substitution errors that arise from the 
absence of certain consonants in Arabic are specific to Arabic L1, causing confusion between 
cognate phoneme pairs. Errors with spelling /b/-/p/, /f/-/v/, /k/-/g/, and /dʒ/-/tʃ/ contrast 
with errors produced by Spanish speakers when misspelling /v/ as b and /θ/ as d, due to the 
absence of /v/ and /θ/ from their L1 (Fashola et al., 1996; Hevia-Tuero et al., 2023; Linder et 
al., 2022; Sun-Alperin & Wang, 2008). The phoneme errors among Arabic speakers related to 
sounds not present in their L1 also differ from the confusion of /l/ and /r/ among Japanese L1 
speakers, due to the absence of these sounds in their L1 (Cook, 1997); as well as the difficulties 
Cantonese L1 speakers face when spelling /θ/, which is absent from their L1 (Wang & Geva, 
2003a). The reoccurring consonant-confusion spelling errors among Arabic L1 speakers have 
not been reported among English learners from other L1 backgrounds, and the errors reported 
among other learners do not appear among Arabic speakers. In sum, each group of learners 
exhibits different spelling errors influenced by the absence of specific phonemes from their L1.

On the other hand, graphemic-orthographic and morphological-semantic errors appear 
developmental in nature and not unique to Arabic L1 speakers. Similar errors have been 
reported across other populations, including errors with vowels, homophones, and spelling 
generalizations, such as Afrikaans *docter/doctor (De Sousa et al., 2011); Chinese *hop/hope 
(Bear et al., 2018); French *now/know (Morris, 2001); Greek *hobies/hobbies (Kuloheri, 2014); 
Japanese *habbit/habit (Gunion, 2012); Spanish *ofice/office, *preffers/prefers, *their/there 
(Hevia-Tuero et al., 2023); and Thai *untill/until (Naruemon, 2012). Similar errors also appear 
among English L1 speakers (Bahr et al., 2012; Bourassa & Treiman, 2003).

Developmentally, the spelling errors suggest a wide range of proficiency levels, although all 
participants were university students. Based on Bear et al.’s (2015) framework, Arabic L1 
learners showed evidence of errors associated with every stage of spelling development. 
Early emergent stage traits appeared in errors like *fel/feel and *flor/floor, which reflect 
reliance on letter names. Errors like *rid/red and *lave/love are typical of learners in the middle 
of the letter-name alphabetic stage, while *lif/life and *there/their align with the within-word 
patterns stage. Errors like *stoped/stopped and *takeing/taking show incomplete mastery of 
syllable-juncture rules, aligning with the syllables and affixes stage. Errors like *sycholojy/
psychology and *permition/permission, tied to root word knowledge confusion, indicate traits 
of the derivational relations stage. Nevertheless, given the descriptive nature of the data and 
lack of longitudinal analyses, it is unfeasible to conclude whether Arabic L1 speakers mirror 
English L1 speakers through these five stages or follow a unique developmental path.

Although participants in all studies were adults, some errors are barely present at this level 
while others persist. The compiled findings show only a few reported instances of omitting 
non-silent letters and using letter names to spell sounds. This suggests that most participants 
have progressed beyond the letter-name alphabetic stage, where spelling relies heavily on 
letter names and letter-sound associations (Bear et al., 2015). In fact, the findings indicate 
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that, despite the transparent nature of Arabic orthography, Arabic L1 speakers show implied 
knowledge of the complex English orthographic system and awareness of the need to go 
beyond letter-sound associations. This is shown by overgeneralizing spelling patterns, such as 
errors with the floss rule, the rabbit rule, and the silent -e rule, all of which are associated 
with the within-word patterns stage; errors related to syllable junctures like the doubling, 
dropping, and changing rules reflecting the syllables and affixes stage; and errors relevant to 
root words and origins related to the derivational relations stage (Bear et al., 2015). Participants 
within and across studies were likely at different spelling developmental stages, and these 
stages were reflected in their errors. Without targeted instruction, progress across spelling 
stages may not occur or may be slow. Errors influenced by Arabic, including pronunciation and 
the absence of some English phonemes from Arabic, also persist at the university level.

In sum, phonological errors involving consonants absent from Arabic among Arabic L1 
speakers stem from negative cross-linguistic transfer from Arabic to English. However, data 
does not suggest widespread vowel omission errors due to unvowelized Arabic influence. 
Moreover, phonological errors with vowels do not appear to be unique to Arabic L1 speakers 
and likely result from pronunciation inaccuracies and unstable grapheme-phoneme mapping. 
Graphemic-orthographic and morphological-semantic errors also do not appear to be unique 
to Arabic L1 speakers and likely arise from the complexity of the English orthography. Moreover, 
it is reasonable to assume many errors reflect participants’ proficiency levels, paralleling 
beginning English writers who initially spell phonetically but gradually incorporate more 
complex orthographic patterns as they improve. 

Comparing spelling performance of Arabic L1 speakers with other L1 groups 
	
Several studies have compared the English spelling performance of Arabic L1 speakers to that 
of English L1 speakers and speakers from other L1 backgrounds. Table 2 presents the studies 
and their key findings.

Table 2
Summary of studies comparing English spelling performance of Arabic L1 speakers 

and speakers from other L1 backgrounds
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*As cited by the authors of the study. 

Studies on English phonemes absent from Arabic

Two studies examined the spelling performance of Arabic L1 speakers on English phonemes 
not found in Arabic and their cognate pairs, comparing them to English L1 speakers. Allaith 
and Joshi (2011) focused on the phonemes /p/ and /v/, absent from Arabic; their cognate pairs 
/b/ and /f/, which are shared by both languages; and the control pair /d/ and /t/, also present 
in both languages. Participants received two error scores: one for confusing cognate pairs and 
one for other errors. Results indicated that Arabic L1 speakers performed similarly to the 
English L1 speakers on spelling /t/ and /d/, and on errors not involving cognate pairs across 
all phonemes. However, Arabic L1 speakers made more errors confusing /b/ with /p/ and /f/ 
with /v/. Effect sizes for Grades 4 and 6 were /p/ = 0.77 and 0.74, /b/ = 0.57 and 0.62, /v/ = 0.41 
and 0.39, and /f/ = 0.21 and 0.30. These results imply that a phoneme’s absence in L1 can 
impede the spelling of that sound in L2 and its cognate pair.

In a follow-up study, Allaith and Joshi (2013) investigated the spelling of English phonemes 
present in Spoken Arabic but absent from Standard Arabic due to diglossia. Target phonemes 
were /g/ and /tʃ/ (present in Spoken Arabic but not Standard Arabic), their cognate pairs /k/ 
and /dʒ/ (present in both Arabic and English), and the control pair /s/ and /z/. Non-cognate 
errors were comparable across groups except for /tʃ/, where Arabic L1 speakers made more 
errors. Arabic L1 speakers made more cognate-pair errors on /g/ and /tʃ/ than English L1 
speakers (ES = 0.43 and 0.43 for /g/, and 0.44 and 0.47 for /tʃ/ for Grades 4 and 6). Cognate-pair 
errors on /k/, /dʒ/, /s/, and /z/ were comparable across both groups. These L1-related errors 
in both studies persisted into Grades 8 and 10 with little improvement.
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Together, these two studies show that Arabic phonology can both support and hinder English 
spelling. When both cognate phoneme pairs are present in Arabic and English, Arabic L1 
speakers demonstrate strong perception of voicing and benefit from positive transfer. When 
one phoneme is absent from Arabic and its cognate pair is present, overcompensation often 
leads to confusion between the cognate pairs. When a phoneme exists only in Spoken Arabic 
but not in Standard Arabic, and its pair exists in both Standard Arabic and English, errors are 
confined to the phoneme absent from Standard Arabic. This implies that phonological 
awareness alone is insufficient and that letter-sound knowledge is also needed to support 
accurate spelling transfer. However, neither study examined participants’ pronunciation, so it 
remains unclear whether these errors reflect mispronunciation or difficulty forming graphemic 
representations. These studies also shed light on how such errors are related to proficiency 
level. In Allaith and Joshi (2011), errors in spelling /p/ as b slightly decreased between Grades 
4 and 6 but showed no significant change from Grades 6 to 10. Errors in spelling /v/ as f 
followed a similar pattern, with only minor improvement across grades. In contrast, confusion 
between /b/ and /f/ and their cognate pairs showed no decline from Grades 4 to 10. In Allaith 
and Joshi (2013), errors spelling /g/ with its cognate pair decreased significantly between 
Grades 8 and 10, and Grade 10 participants made fewer cognate-pair errors on /tʃ/ than Grade 
4 students. When considered alongside similar errors found in adult university students’ 
writing (as discussed in the previous section), these findings suggest that while such errors 
may decrease with increased proficiency, they often persist over time. 

Studies on general spelling skills

One study compared Arabic L1 speakers with English L1 speakers. Abu-Rabia and Siegel (2002) 
focused on spelling performance among both typically achieving and struggling readers. 
Despite comparable scores on reading, language, and memory measures, struggling Arabic L1 
readers outperformed struggling English L1 readers in spelling. The mean spelling score for 
the struggling Arabic L1 readers was 20.7 (SD = 6.4), while it was 10.5 (SD = 6.2) for the English 
L1 speakers. Typically achieving readers showed similar spelling scores (Arabic L1: M = 42.1, 
SD = 5.5; English L1: M = 44.2, SD = 8.5). The authors concluded that the difference suggests 
positive cross-linguistic transfer from Arabic’s more transparent script to English’s more 
opaque one, indicating that bilingualism benefits struggling readers’ spelling achievement.

Studies comparing Arabic L1 speakers with other L1 groups mostly involved Hebrew L1 
speakers and suggest added benefits for Arabic L1 speakers. Schwartz et al. (2016) compared 
Arabic and Hebrew L1 children on spelling English vowels, the letter p, and consonant digraphs. 
Except for the letter p, Arabic L1 speakers (M = 43.3, SD = 13.08) outperformed Hebrew L1 
speakers (M = 30.9, SD = 19.96, η2 = 0.11). The authors explained their findings via the linguistic 
and orthographic proximity hypothesis, linking the advantage to similarities between Arabic 
and English. Similarly, Russak (2019) found that Arabic L1 speakers (M = 34.37, SD = 20) scored 
higher than Hebrew L1 speakers (M = 30.01, SD = 9.22, ES = 0.22) in spelling real English words. 
Russak (2020a) also reported Arabic L1 speakers (M = 36.30) outscored Hebrew L1 speakers 
(M = 31.71) on spelling regular English words, though both groups performed similarly on 
spelling irregular words (Arabic L1: M = 26.91, Hebrew L1: M = 23.22). Russak attributed better 
performance on regular words to reliance on phonological strategies, expected at early 
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stages of learning English, as orthographic considerations come later. Differences between 
groups were also linked to Arabic L1 speakers’ trilingualism (including Hebrew) versus the 
bilingualism of Hebrew L1 speakers.

In contrast, Fender (2008) found Arabic L1 speakers struggled more with English spelling 
compared to Chinese, Japanese, and Korean L1 speakers. His spelling test included within-word 
patterns (short, long, and complex vowels), syllable-juncture patterns (consonant doubling 
and open/closed syllables), and derivational patterns. While listening comprehension was 
comparable, Arabic L1 speakers scored lower in all spelling categories. Scores were lowest for 
derivational patterns, followed by the syllable-juncture patterns, and then the within-word 
patterns. The mean scores for the Arabic speakers were 8.38 (SD = 2.85), 10 (SD = 3.27), and 
18.19 (SD = 2.8) consecutively, while the mean scores for the non-Arabic speakers were 14.57 
(SD = 3.06), 14.52 (SD = 2.23), and 20.71 (SD = 1.31) consecutively. Reading comprehension 
and spelling were moderately correlated for non-Arabic speakers (r = 0.57, p < .01) but not 
statistically significant for the Arabic L1 speakers (r = -0.15, p > .05). This finding contradicts 
the well-established reading-writing link. The author speculated that the difference might 
be due to Arabic’s influence on English learning, with Arabic speakers relying heavily on 
consonant structures for recognizing English words, or due to less English exposure among 
Arabic L1 participants. The small sample size means further research is needed.

Taken together, the findings across the various studies raise some questions. Russak (2019, 
2020a) and Schwartz et al. (2016) showed stronger cross-linguistic transfer between Arabic 
and English for Arabic L1 children compared to Hebrew L1 children. Both languages are Semitic 
and use similar orthographies. Russak credited the trilingualism of Arabic participants as an 
added benefit. This raises the question of whether Arabic L1 speakers would perform similarly 
to Hebrew L1 speakers if both groups were bilingual and only spoke English in addition to their 
L1, or if both were trilingual. Abu-Rabia and Siegel (2002) found cross-linguistic benefits only 
in struggling readers, not typically developing ones, raising the question of how struggling 
Arabic L1 readers compare to struggling readers of other backgrounds. Furthermore, since the 
measures differed across studies, could the relationship between Arabic and English spelling 
vary depending on which spelling patterns are tested? Fender’s (2008) adult-focused study, 
which suggested Arabic L1 speakers perform worse than Chinese, Japanese, and Korean L1 
speakers, contrasts with the child-focused studies suggesting an Arabic advantage over Hebrew. 
Does Arabic facilitate spelling transfer more than Hebrew but less than East Asian languages? 
Or does age/developmental level play a role? Would a larger-scale study considering language 
proficiency replicate these findings? These questions open wide avenues for future research, 
including comparing Arabic L1 speakers with English L1 speakers alongside English L2 speakers 
from Semitic and non-Semitic, transparent and opaque L1 backgrounds, while accounting for 
bilingualism and trilingualism. Research should also investigate subskills contributing to spelling, 
which may differ across language learners (cf. Russak, 2020b).

Although the data do not permit conclusions regarding differences in spelling errors based on 
English proficiency, it is noteworthy that Arabic L1 children in Grade 5 and below demonstrated 
spelling advantages compared to peers from other backgrounds, whereas Fender’s (2008) 
study focused on adults indicated that Arabic L1 speakers had lower spelling skills. This suggests 



rEFLections
Vol 32, No 2, May - August 2025

1063

that Arabic’s transparent script might help early English spelling development but could hinder 
more advanced Arabic L1 English learners compared to those from other language backgrounds. 
Future research should compare the spelling skills of Arabic L1 children and adults with those 
of other language groups to better understand their unique challenges and strengths in 
learning English spelling. 

Effective spelling interventions for Arabic L1 speakers 
	
Few studies have explored interventions aimed at improving English spelling among Arabic L1 
speakers. Of those available, two focused on teaching English vowel pronunciation and 
letter-sound mapping, while one targeted within-word and syllable-juncture patterns. Table 3 
summarizes these studies.  

Table 3 
Summary of English spelling interventions for Arabic L1 speakers

Ishizaki (2018) and Khan (2013) implemented interventions for university students focused on 
English vowels through pronunciation and letter-sound mapping tasks. Ishizaki introduced 
grapheme-phoneme generalizations and engaged participants in sorting, syllabification, 
phoneme production, identification, dictation, and both listening to and reading aloud target 
words. The intervention spanned 14 one-hour sessions, held three times a week, over two months, 
with all target phonemes covered in each session. Khan delivered ten hours of instruction 
across two weeks, during which students heard, pronounced, and read vowel-containing 
words. They also counted vowels in words, copied them, and identified vowels in given words. 
The words increased in complexity, with vowels introduced in isolation initially and later 
combined.
	
Both studies reported improvements in spelling the target vowels. In Ishizaki’s (2018) study, 
mean scores increased from 30.67 to 43.03 (d = 1.29). Khan (2013) reported a drop in vowel 
errors from 161 (by 7-19 participants per word) to just 13 (by 0-3 participants). Both noted vowel 
digraphs and vowels in multisyllabic words were especially difficult. However, results should 
be interpreted with caution. Ishizaki used the same words in the pre- and post-tests, making 
it unclear if gains were due to instruction or exposure. Khan’s test design lacked equivalency: 
the pre-test included familiar words and Arabic names in English letters, while the post-test 
drew from education and travel registries. Neither study distinguished pronunciation-related 
errors from orthographic errors, and neither clarified whether more complex patterns (e.g., 
laughter and flight) were addressed differently from simpler letter-to-sound patterns (e.g., 
stop and travel).
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Allaith (2023) examined two within-word patterns (spelling /k/ and the floss rule) and two 
syllable-juncture patterns (the dropping rule and the doubling rule). The intervention used a 
word-study approach: participants sorted words to deduce spelling generalizations, verified 
them in textbooks, brainstormed additional examples, and used them in sentences. One group 
followed this approach alone, while another additionally completed reading comprehension 
tasks with embedded target patterns. Both groups showed comparable, statistically significant 
gains, indicating no added benefit from the comprehension component. Effect sizes varied by 
pattern (/k/: d = 0.53, floss rule: d = 1.26, dropping rule: d = 0.39, doubling rule: d = 0.67). The 
study concluded that difficulty varied across English spelling generalizations, and learning 
some generalizations is easier than others.
	
None of the interventions included control groups of English L1 or non-Arabic L2 speakers. 
Still, they collectively demonstrate that explicit spelling instruction benefits Arabic L1 learners, 
as has also been shown for English L1 learners (cf. Graham & Santangelo, 2014).

Summary of findings
	
The accumulated literature on Arabic L1 speakers’ ability to spell English words demonstrates 
reoccurring errors with both consonants and vowels. Some of these errors reflect cross- 
linguistic transfer from L1 to L2, while others suggest difficulty with the complex English 
orthographic system. Most of the available studies are descriptive in nature and rely on written 
samples. These studies did not include control groups (English L1 speakers or non-Arabic English 
L2 speakers), nor did they employ inferential statistics to support generalization or inclusion 
in meta-analyses. 
	
Nevertheless, they collectively identify patterns of phonological errors, particularly when 
spelling phonemes that are absent from Arabic and their cognate pairs. They also highlight 
graphemic-orthographic errors that involve multi-layered English patterns beyond letter-sound 
correspondence, and morphological-semantic errors related to homophones and nearly similar 
words. The literature does not suggest that vowel omission is a dominant type of error among 
Arabic L1 speakers when spelling in English.
	
Several studies compared Arabic L1 learners to English L1 learners or English L2 learners from 
other backgrounds. These studies confirm the difficulty Arabic speakers have with spelling 
phonemes that are absent from Arabic and their cognate pairs. They also show that the presence 
of phonemes in Spoken Arabic but not Standard Arabic supports the transfer of cognate pairs 
that have a written form in Standard Arabic, but not their pairs that exist only in Spoken Arabic 
and lack a written form. Additionally, Arabic L1 children outperformed English L1 learners in 
spelling among struggling readers and generally performed better than Hebrew L1 learners in 
spelling English words, although Arabic L1 adults did not perform as well as Cantonese, 
Japanese, or Korean L1 learners. The reasons behind these cross-linguistic differences merit 
further research.
	
In sum, the difficulties with phonemes that are absent from Arabic and their cognate pairs are 
likely tied to L1 influence. In contrast, other spelling errors appear more universal among 
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language learners and resemble the developmental errors seen in English L1 learners’ writings. 
These latter difficulties are more likely attributed to the inherent complexity of the English 
orthography rather than negative transfer from Arabic L1. Although limited in number, existing 
intervention studies indicate that explicit instruction in pronunciation, letter-sound mapping, 
and within-word and syllable-juncture patterns yields positive outcomes. 

Instructional recommendations
	
Given these findings, it is evident that English spelling proficiency cannot be expected by 
exposure to print alone. Arabic L1 learners require a shift from reliance on teaching spelling 
through thematic word lists and rote memorization toward comprehensive and structured 
spelling instruction that considers the developmental stages of spelling acquisition. 
Recommended strategies include integrating L1 and L2 spelling instruction (Allaith & Joshi, 
2013), implementing explicit word-study approaches (Allaith, 2023), and teaching letter-sound 
correspondence alongside pronunciation (Ishizaki, 2018; Khan, 2013). It is also important to 
score spelling tasks qualitatively to better inform instruction.
	
For challenges specific to Arabic L1 learners, teachers should provide phonemic awareness 
activities involving minimal pairs (e.g., pill/bill, pack/back, fast/vast, fan/van) that target English 
phonemes that are absent from Arabic and their cognate pairs. These can include picture 
sorts, listening discrimination and matching tasks, and blending and segmenting routines. 
Pronunciation-focused activities should reinforce distinctions between confusing sound pairs, 
and spelling practice should include both real words and non-words that emphasize these 
contrasts.
	
To address difficulties tied to the complexity of the English orthography, teachers should begin 
with a diagnostic spelling assessment to identify each learners’ developmental stage. Instruction 
can then be aligned to those stages. For instance, students can be taught spelling patterns 
using groups of words that share the same phoneme sound and spelling pattern at the same 
time. Once these are mastered, students can be guided to contrast them with groups of words 
that have the same phoneme sound but different spelling patterns.
	
Instruction should also target within-word patterns (e.g., in the initial position, /k/ is spelled 
as k before e, i, or y, and as c before a, o, u, and consonants) and syllable-juncture rules (e.g., 
the floss, doubling, and dropping rules). Morphological knowledge and root word instruction are 
also integral parts of spelling instruction (Carreker, 2011) because English is a morphophonemic 
language, meaning that spelling patterns reflect both the phonological and morphological 
structures of words. Furthermore, it is important that students explore the spelling layers of 
English and how spelling patterns are influenced by word origin. Bear et al. (2015) offer a 
thorough framework for teaching these elements at various developmental levels, including 
word lists and strategies aligned with each developmental stage.

Future directions
	
This review identifies several areas that require further research. First, studies should adopt 
a categorization system for spelling errors that reflects spelling developmental stages. This 
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would allow for better synthesis across studies and support quantifiable conclusions. Moreover, 
while written samples are useful for capturing organic spelling patterns and errors, they 
are limited by the vocabulary used in a given text. Accordingly, future studies should use 
systematic quantitative methods to better measure the frequency of each error type while 
considering L1 influence. Reporting effect sizes would also support the inclusion of studies in 
meta-analyses and generalizability to populations.
	
Second, longitudinal research is needed to track the development of English spelling among 
Arabic L1 learners. This would help establish a developmental framework specific to this 
population and determine whether certain errors diminish over time. This effort can be 
modeled after studies that have previously tackled this matter with different language 
backgrounds (e.g., Allaith & Joshi, 2011, 2013; Linder et al., 2022; Russak & Kahn-Horwitz, 
2015). Comparative data would allow researchers to distinguish universal challenges from 
those that are language-specific, ultimately informing more targeted instruction.
	
Third, future studies should investigate whether Arabic L1 learners rely primarily on phonology, 
orthography, or morphology in English spelling. Hevia-Tuero et al. (2023) provide a model for 
this kind of work based on Spanish L1 learners. This effort should be examined longitudinally 
to determine whether reliance on phonology declines with improved proficiency or remains 
dominant, as in the case of Spanish speakers. Eye-tracking research could also shed light on 
whether Arabic speakers rely more on phonological or visual cues during spelling. Understanding 
these cognitive strategies is key to better understanding the challenges faced by Arabic L1 
speakers in learning English and for designing effective instruction.
	
Fourth, the current body of intervention research remains limited both in scope and number. 
Existing studies focus on pronunciation, letter-sound mapping, and basic spelling generalizations. 
Future research should explore interventions that address enhancing phonological awareness, 
systematic approaches to teaching multiple spelling patterns for the same vowel and consonant 
sounds, strategies for teaching root words and morphemes, and interventions focused on 
teaching the different layers of English, including word origins.

Finally, future studies must include more representative samples of the Arabic-speaking 
population. Current spelling studies largely focus on university students or compare Arabic- 
speaking children with Hebrew-speaking peers, with limited research comparing Arabic 
speakers to learners from other language backgrounds across different age groups. Moreover, 
there is a need to account for learning differences such as dyslexia and dysgraphia, which are 
rarely addressed in L2 spelling research. Broader and more inclusive research will lead to 
more accurate findings, which in turn can inform more equitable instructional practices and 
better educational decisions.
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Qualitative categorization of common errors in English writing by Arabic L1 speakers
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