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Abstract:
This review paper reviews the impact of mother tongue 
negative transfer on the English writing performance 
of Chinese university students, with a focus on the 
negative transfer phenomena in vocabulary, grammar, 
and discourse, as well as the language and cultural 
differences that contribute to this phenomenon. The article 
is based on the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis and the 
Markedness Differential Hypothesis, emphasizing how 
structural differences between Chinese and English lead 
to errors in learners’ writing. In addition, it emphasizes 
teaching strategies to reduce negative transfer, advocates 
comparative language teaching, strengthens vocabulary and 
grammar training, and cultivates cross-cultural awareness. 
At the same time, technical assistance tools and cross-
cultural collaborative writing projects were proposed to 
provide real-time feedback and immersive exercises. In the 
end, the article points out that although current research 
mainly focuses on negative transfer, the potential of 
positive transfer and the long-term efficacy of intervention 
measures have not been fully explored.

Keywords: mother tongue transfer; English writing; 
comparative analysis; teaching strategies; intercultural 
awareness.

1. Introduction

1.1 Research Background
Mother tongue transfer, especially negative transfer, 
is a key issue in the field of second language acqui-
sition. As a cross-linguistic influence phenomenon, 

it is particularly prominent in the process of learning 
English as a foreign language. For Chinese university 
students, Chinese as their mother language often in-
terferes with their English writing. When differences 
between the mother tongue and the target language 
exist, learners are easily influenced by negative trans-
fer of the mother tongue, resulting in various errors 
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in English writing. In recent years, with the acceleration 
of globalization, the importance of English as an import-
ant tool for international communication has become 
increasingly prominent. Chinese university students face 
many challenges in their English learning process, among 
which negative transfer of the mother tongue is a factor 
that cannot be ignored [1]. In English writing, vocabulary, 
grammar, and discourse are all influenced by negative 
transfer from the mother tongue, which not only affects 
the fluency and accuracy of writing, but it also hinders the 
improvement of students’ English writing ability.

1.2 Research Significance
This review mainly reviews and summarizes the impact 
of mother tongue negative transfer on the English writ-
ing performance of Chinese university students and the 
improvement of related teaching strategies, helping to 
reveal the specific manifestations and root causes of errors 
caused by the influence of the mother tongue in English 
writing, providing targeted teaching strategies for teach-
ers, assisting students in overcoming obstacles caused by 
negative transfer of their mother tongue. Analyzing the 
phenomenon of negative transfer of mother tongue can 
help better understand the cognitive and thinking charac-
teristics of Chinese students in the process of English writ-
ing and promote innovation and improvement of English 
teaching methods. It can also provide useful references for 
cross-cultural communication research, helping cultivate 
students’ cross-cultural awareness and international per-
spective [2].

2. Mother Tongue Transfer

2.1 Definition
Mother tongue usually refers to the standard language 
of one’s native language that one first learns. Mother 
tongue transfer refers to the impact of the mother tongue 
on the learners in the process of learning a second lan-
guage. Researches on the transfer of mother tongue can be 
traced back to the United States in the 1940s and 1950s. 
Linguists at that time generally believed that the mother 
tongue had a great influence on second language learning. 
Linguist Lado, R. states that “native language transfer” 
refers to learners consciously or unconsciously utilizing 
the knowledge of the first language to help themselves 
learn a second language [3]. He held the belief that “Stu-
dents usually apply the meaning and form of their mother 
tongue and its culture to second language learning.” In 
his work ‘Cross-Cultural Linguistics’, he argued that in 
foreign language learning environments, learners heavily 

rely on their native language, tending to transfer linguistic 
forms, meanings, and culturally associated elements of 
their native language to the learning process of the foreign 
language. American Linguist Odlin, T defined language 
transfer as “Language transfer refers to the effects caused 
by both the similarities and differences between the target 
language that learners are acquiring and the languages 
they already know or are currently learning [4].”

2.2 Classification
Based on the positive or negative effects of impact, moth-
er tongue transfer is divided into native positive transfer 
and native negative transfer. Ellis summarized the transfer 
of native language into second language acquisition into 
the following four aspects: positive transfer, negative 
transfer, avoidance and overuse [5]. Positive transfer and 
negative transfer are discussed here. Chomsky, N believed 
that all human languages have similarities [6]. When the 
rules of the native language are similar to or the same as 
the rules of a foreign language, learners could transfer the 
native language rules to the foreign language, which could 
help to reduce the mistakes in foreign language learning. 
This is called positive transfer. In contrast, transferring 
items and structures that are not the same in both languag-
es will disturb the foreign language learning and cause 
errors. This is negative transfer.

2.3 Relative Hypothesis
Lado, R firstly put forward the theory of Contrastive Anal-
ysis Hypothesis [3]. He said that the level of difficulty ex-
perienced by the learners will be directly related to the de-
gree of linguistic differences between L1 and L2. Eckman, 
F.R. pointed out through the theory of Markedness Differ-
ential Hypothesis that the difficulties faced by second lan-
guage learners can be predicted based on the comparison 
between their native language and the target language [7]. 
Areas in the target language that are different from their 
mother language and relatively more obvious than their 
native language will be difficult. In addition, the theory 
of error analysis is also an important theoretical founda-
tion, which was proposed in the late 1960s. It emphasizes 
systematic analysis of learners’ mistakes to explore the 
source of their mistakes, provide a basis for avoiding 
these errors, help us adjust our teaching strategies, and 
implement more effective writing instruction.

3. Researches on Mother Tongue 
Transfer and Chinese University Stu-
dents’ English Writing
From the 1940s to the 1960s, most foreign language ed-
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ucation researchers mainly focused on negative transfer 
and the erroneous impact of the mother tongue on second 
language writing. By the late 1980s, some researchers had 
proposed that native language writing could promote sec-
ond language writing [8].
Domestic research started late, but developed rapidly. 
An increasing number of studies are focusing on writing 
errors caused by the native language. In recent years, 
domestic scholars have conducted extensive research on 
the phenomenon of mother tongue transfer. Wen & Guo 
found a negative correlation between the participation of 
native language thinking and writing performance, which 
indicated that native language interference is an important 
reason for losing points in composition [9]. Wang, Y. Y. 
found in the study of the influence of language transfer on 
English learning that language transfer is mainly manifest-
ed in four aspects: vocabulary, syntax, phonetics and dis-
course, among which vocabulary and grammar errors are 
more prominent [10]. At the same time, there are abundant 
studies on the influence of native language migration on 
the writing of specific groups, especially college students, 
including research on both English and non-English ma-
jors. Here, past empirical research and reviews are brief-
ly reviewed, summarizing the impact of mother tongue 
negative transfer on Chinese university students’ English 
writing performance.

3.1 Related Research Methods
There are many research methods on the influence of na-
tive language migration on Chinese college students’ writ-
ing, and the most commonly used ones are the question-
naire survey method, text analysis method and interview 
method. Zhang, W. B. conducted a questionnaire survey 
on students at Xi’an International Studies University [11]. 
Gu, & Xiang conducted a study using 60 essays from 
sophomore English majors at Jilin University as an exam-
ple [12]. Chu & Lou conducted interviews with students 
who filled out questionnaires to gain a deeper understand-
ing of their views and feelings towards negative transfer 
of their mother tongue [13].

3.2 The Specific Manifestation of the Impact

3.2.1 Negative transfer

Compared to positive transfer, the negative impact of 
mother tongue on Chinese university students’ English 
writing is more pronounced, mainly reflected in three as-
pects: vocabulary, grammar, and discourse.
At the vocabulary level, this negative transfer first mani-
fests as misuse of parts of speech, such as using nouns as 
verbs or adjectives as nouns. For example, such sentences 
often appear in students’ compositions: “Honest is so im-

portant for every person.” In this sentence, “honest” is an 
adjective and cannot be used as a subject. This sentence 
should be in the noun form of “honest”, i.e. honesty [14]. 
In addition, there are semantic negative transfer, such as 
confusion of praise and criticism words, misuse of syn-
onyms and other errors. For example, students may misuse 
“slender” (slim, positive) and “skinny” (bony, negative), 
ignoring the semantic differences and affecting the accura-
cy of expression [15]. In addition, there are also errors in 
word collocation, such as wrong habitual collocation and 
fixed collocation. For example, students will misuse “In 
contrast of” as “in contrast to” in writing, which is not in 
line with English expression habits [2].
At the grammatical level, there are more diverse types of 
problems, including run-on sentence problems, tense con-
sistency problems, sentence structure errors, singular and 
plural noun problems, article usage errors, subject verb 
inconsistency, subordinate clause errors, passive voice er-
rors, etc. Here, the author will select several for example 
discussion. Due to the influence of Chinese expression 
habits, many students use commas to connect simple sen-
tences in their English writing, resulting in grammatical 
errors known as run-on sentences. For example, “You can 
come across someone, you can communicate with them, 
you can keep in touch with them, you connect with people 
around you inevitably [1].” In terms of tense, Chinese re-
flects the concept of time through time nouns or phrases, 
while English reflects tense through verb inflection. Stu-
dents tend to ignore the change of verb form, resulting in 
tense errors. For example, “He go to school yesterday.”, 
where “go” should be “went” [16]. Errors in sentence 
structure include incomplete or redundant sentence com-
ponents, such as missing subjects or objects, or inserting 
redundant components into the sentence. For example, 
“This semester want to get a better grade.” should be “I 
want to get a better grade this semester [2].”  In the use of 
singular and plural nouns, nouns in English are divided 
into countable nouns and uncountable nouns, but there is 
no such distinction in Chinese. Students may have diffi-
culty distinguishing countable nouns from uncountable 
nouns or neglect distinguishing countability, which can 
lead to errors caused by negative transfer from their moth-
er tongue. The wrong example sentence is “Cooperation is 
a good quality for modern society which we should learn 
from ant.” “ant” should be “ants” [2]. There are also many 
errors in the use of clauses, such as “No sooner people 
had gotten what they need than they felt self examined.” 
The correct sentence should be “No sooner people had 
gotten what they need than they felt self examined [1].”
At the discourse level, negative transfer is mainly mani-
fested as problems of text structure, cohesion and coher-
ence. Influenced by mother tongue’s thinking, Chinese 
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students tend to have loose structure and unhighlighted 
theme in English writing [2]. In addition, English empha-
sizes the use of obvious means of connection to make the 
text coherent, but Chinese students may lack of connec-
tion awareness, resulting in improper connection of the 
text, affecting the reader’s understanding. For example, 
Chinese students significantly use fewer pronouns (such 
as “this” and “it”) and logical connectors (such as “how-
ever” and “therefore”), and rely more on lexical repetition 
or implicit logical connections. For example, students re-
peatedly use “students need to study hard” instead of “they 
need to work hard” when discussing educational issues, 
resulting in redundant text and poor coherence [17].
3.2.2 Positive transfer

At present, there is relatively little research exploring 
positive transfer, and it is difficult to define the evalua-
tion criteria for positive transfer. However, some scholars 
still have proposed that the mother tongue has a positive 
impact on college English writing. For instance, some 
scholars think that when the grammar rules of English and 
Chinese are similar (both English and Chinese follow the 
basic sentence structure of SVO), the positive transfer of 
mother tongue helps students to master and use sentence 
patterns more quickly.

3.3 Causes of Problems
The main reason for the error is the language difference. 
English and Chinese belong to different language families, 
and there are significant differences in vocabulary, gram-
mar, discourse and so on. For example, at the vocabulary 
level, Chinese lacks the obvious part-of-speech change 
marks that English has. Students are not sensitive to the 
part of speech when writing, which can easily cause mis-
judgment and misuse of the part of speech. What’s more, 
students tend to make simple word-by-word correspon-
dence between Chinese meaning and English vocabulary, 
ignoring the deep meaning of English vocabulary, result-
ing in confusion of positive and negative words, misuse 
of synonyms and other errors. Chinese and English have 
their own vocabulary collocation habits. Influenced by 
their mother tongue, students will have problems of im-
proper collocation in English writing. The differences in 
grammar rules between English and Chinese are even 
more pronounced. According to the Comparative Analysis 
Hypothesis and the Markedness differential Hypothesis 
mentioned earlier, the significant differences in grammar 
usage between Chinese and English can lead to difficulties 
for students in learning, understanding English grammar, 
resulting in various grammar errors in writing. At the dis-
course level, Chinese writing usually focuses on the grad-
ual deepening of background, and subliming the theme 

at the end of the article, while university English writing 
emphasizes being straightforward and having a clear cen-
tral idea. Differences in expression between English and 
Chinese language writing can lead to related problems for 
university students in English writing.
In addition, differences in cultural background and learn-
ing environment and strategies are also important causes 
of errors. Kramsch, C. elaborated on the close relation-
ship between language and culture, and the differences in 
language communication behaviors in different cultural 
backgrounds may lead to learners expressing themselves 
in a second language writing that does not conform to the 
cultural habits of the target language [18]. In daily com-
munication behaviors such as greeting and thanking, Chi-
nese and English have their own fixed expression patterns 
and cultural connotations. If students do not know these 
differences, they are likely to use expressions that do not 
conform to English cultural habits in writing. At the same 
time, Zhang, Y. mentioned that in the process of Chinese 
university students’ English learning, due to living mainly 
in a Chinese language environment and lacking enough 
English language input and practice opportunities, mother 
tongue thinking habits dominate in English writing, result-
ing in negative transfer [19]. Alternatively, students may 
not be fully aware of the existence and harm of mother 
tongue negative transfer in the learning process, and thus 
lack effective learning strategies to overcome the interfer-
ence of mother tongue [16].

4. Suggestions for Adjusting Teaching 
Strategies
In view of the negative transfer effect of mother tongue 
on Chinese university students’ writing, existing research 
has put forward a variety of teaching strategies to improve 
and help university students avoid the negative transfer 
effect as far as possible and improve their writing ability 
and level.
Firstly, teachers should strengthen the teaching of com-
parative analysis between Chinese and English in terms 
of vocabulary, grammar, discourse, and other aspects. 
Through comparative analysis, students can understand 
the similarities and differences between the two languages, 
then identify and avoid errors caused by negative transfer 
from their mother language [14]. Teachers can provide 
students with a variety of English input materials, such 
as original English works, English movies, English news, 
etc., allowing students to experience authentic English 
expressions and ways of thinking through a large amount 
of comprehensible input. In addition, attention should be 
paid to the teaching of vocabulary semantics, collocation 
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and usage, so that students can master the deep meaning 
and collocation relationship of vocabulary, and avoid the 
misuse and improper collocation of vocabulary caused by 
negative transfer from mother tongue [12]. Strengthen En-
glish grammar teaching, especially the teaching of gram-
mar items such as tense, voice, and subordinate clauses. 
Teachers should help students master English grammar 
rules and improve their ability to use grammar by means 
of systematic explanation and a lot of practice [20]. Mean-
while, in English teaching, teachers should focus on cul-
tivating students’ cross-cultural awareness, allowing them 
to understand the cultural background, social customs, 
values, and other aspects of English-speaking countries. 
By introducing cultural knowledge and discussing cultural 
topics, students can be helped to broaden their cultural 
horizons and reduce the negative transfer of their mother 
language caused by cultural differences [13].
In addition to the above suggestions, the author thinks 
that technical tools can be used to assist teaching, such as 
intelligent writing software or online learning platforms. 
These tools can analyze students’ writing content in real 
time, quickly identify errors that may be caused by moth-
er tongue transfer, and provide targeted suggestions for 
modification and explanation. Schools can try to launch 
cross-cultural writing collaboration projects, organizing 
online or offline writing exchange activities between stu-
dents and students from English-speaking countries. By 
completing writing tasks together, reviewing and revising 
articles with each other, students can experience the dif-
ferences of the English language and culture, so as to have 
a deeper understanding of the influence of native language 
transfer, and learn to actively use positive transfer and 
avoid negative transfer.

5. Conclusion
The negative transfer of native language has a significant 
impact on the English writing of Chinese college students, 
which is mainly reflected in the misuse of vocabulary, 
grammatical errors and loose discourse structure. The 
differences in language and cultural thinking between 
Chinese and English are the main causes, leading students 
to overly rely on their mother tongue cognitive patterns 
in writing. The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis and the 
Markedness Differential Hypothesis provide theoretical 
support for explaining such phenomena, emphasizing the 
predictive role of language structure differences in sec-
ond language acquisition difficulty. The existing teaching 
strategies suggest emphasizing the reduction of negative 
transfer effects through strengthening Chinese English 
comparative teaching, deepening vocabulary and grammar 
training, and integrating cultural awareness cultivation. At 

the same time, the author suggests using intelligent tech-
nology to assist in real-time error correction or conducting 
cross-cultural collaborative writing projects to enhance 
practical experience. However, most of the current re-
search focuses on negative transfer, and the potential of 
positive transfer in the mother tongue and the long-term 
effects of intervention measures still need to be further 
explored. Future research can further explore the potential 
of mother tongue positive transfer, clarify the specific per-
formance and mechanism of positive transfer in English 
writing, and provide more comprehensive theoretical 
support for teaching practice. Finally, the author suggests 
strengthening the evaluation of the long-term effects of 
intervention measures, paying attention to university 
students’ performance and progress at different stages of 
learning, optimizing teaching strategies, and achieving 
sustained improvement in students’ English writing abili-
ties.
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