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				A linguistic analysis of spelling errors in Northern Sotho-speaking Grade 3 learners: A cross-sectional approach

				Abstract

				Spelling ability is a crucial determinant of academic achievement and an integral part of the writing process. It is a complex cognitive-linguistic skill that requires knowledge of letter-sound correspondence, phonological awareness, orthographic awareness, and morphological awareness. Despite its importance, research on spelling development in Southern Bantu languages, particularly in Northern Sotho, is still sparse. This study examines the linguistic patterns underlying spelling errors made by Northern Sotho-speaking Grade 3 children, providing a detailed linguistic analysis of error types. Data were collected from 106 Northern Sotho-speaking children using an age-appropriate real-word spelling task that included words of varying complexity. This study explores how Northern Sotho’s agglutinative and disjunctive structure may influence spelling acquisition, particularly in relation to learners’ developing phonological, orthographic, and morphological awareness. A preliminary analysis was conducted to determine some of the spelling errors made by learners at the end of Grade 3. Examples of errors made by children in Northern Sotho included substitution (e.g., kg in kgona ‘be able’ with /k/ or /g/, diacritical letter /š/ in mošemane ‘boy’; /s/ and /hl/ in hlapi ‘fish’ for other digraphs such as /th/ or /ts/), omission (e.g., letter /e/ in words like taelo ‘instruction’, /w/ in befetšwe ‘punished’), addition (e.g., emma for ema ‘stand up’, tayelo for taelo ‘instruction’), nasal consonant deletion (e.g., sekolog for sekolong ‘school’), transposition of letters (e.g.,lhapi for hlapi ‘fish’), and phonetic over-generalizations (i.e., mošimane instead of mošemane ‘boy’). These insights will contribute to a deeper understanding of spelling development in African languages and offer implications for literacy instruction, particularly in multilingual educational contexts.

				Keywords: Linguistic analysis, Northern Sotho learners, spelling development, spelling errors

				Introduction

				Standardised spelling is an important aspect of the intel-lectualisation of the indigenous languages of South Africa. Intellectualisation entails a carefully planned process to accelerate the growth and development of a language, enabling it to function effectively in teaching and learning, 
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				research, and science and technology (Khumalo, 2017). In theory, the South African Language in Education Policy (LiEP) (DoE, 1997) promotes the use of indigenous languages in schooling through an additive bilingual approach, where indigenous languages are utilised as the language of learning and teaching (LoLT) in early childhood education (Quan et al., 2024). However, in practice, the slow standardisation of African languages, which could limit their effectiveness as mediums for academic instruction, remains a concern (Wolff, 2018). To promote intellectualisation, a consistent and standardised spelling system is needed. Consistent spelling is crucial because it provides a systematic way of writing a language, supporting clear and effective communication (Curzan et al., 2023; Ocal & Ehri, 2017; Sumner et al., 2016). Standardised spelling also facilitates the development of technical terminology and formal communication in fields like law, medicine, and technology. Spelling conventions support reading fluency and comprehension by reinforcing phoneme-grapheme relationships and word recognition (Graham & Hebert, 2011; Graham & Santangelo, 2014). Standardised spelling is particularly important in education, as it provides a clear framework for literacy instruction, and spelling ability is an essential determinant of academic achievement (De Bree & van den Boer, 2019). Mastering spelling boosts learners’ academic confidence in writing and literacy tasks, encouraging participation and engagement across subjects (Abbott et al., 2010). 

				Learning to spell is more challenging than learning to read (Clemens et al., 2026). Some languages, like English, have inconsistent phoneme-grapheme correspondences (meaning a single sound can be written with different letter combinations), which makes it difficult to predict spelling from pronunciation (Bowers & Bowers, 2018; Frith, 1982). Spelling also requires memorising the exact order of graphemes in words, which is more difficult than word recognition (Ehri, 2014; Niolaki et al., 2023) and requires readers to rely more on visual memory. Finally, words do not always follow the spelling rules of a language, and learners must memorise exceptions individually (van den Boer & de Bree 2024). In bi-/multilingual educational contexts, learners face the additional challenge of acquiring spelling rules in two or more languages, often in languages with distinct orthographies. The cognitive load of managing two different orthographic systems can complicate the acquisition of accurate spelling in both languages. In the South African context, learners acquire spelling in their first language (L1) and in their first additional language (FAL), which is typically English. While the LiEP formally supports additive bilingualism, this ideal remains largely unrealised in practice. In terms of spelling development, the slow pace of orthographic standardisation in African languages complicates consensus on L1 spelling rules and practices, creating tension between policy aspirations and linguistic realities and raising questions about whether current orthographic systems adequately support academic literacy. The present study focuses on the development of Northern Sotho.1 spelling in Northern Sotho (L1) – English (FAL) learners. We aim to explore spelling errors in Northern Sotho Grade 3 learners, and to consider whether these errors are caused by cross-linguistic influence from English. 

				
					
						1	‘Sepedi’ and ‘Northern Sotho’ are sometimes used interchangeably in public and political discourse, and the South African Constitution lists ‘Sepedi’ as one of the twelve official languages. However, linguists have long distinguished between ‘Sepedi’ as a specific dialect and ‘Northern Sotho’ (also referred to as ‘Sesotho sa Leboa’) as the broader umbrella term encompassing a cluster of mutually intelligible dialects, including Sepedi, Setlokwa, Sephalaborwa, and others. The standardised orthography and educational materials used in South African schools are based on this broader dialect cluster. Accordingly, the authors of this paper retain the term ‘Northern Sotho’ to reflect the full scope of the linguistic system under investigation.
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				Acquiring spelling in African languages can be challenging for several reasons. Even though African languages are mostly transparent, their orthographies include complex graphemes (e.g., digraphs, trigraphs and nasal blends), which require learners to master numerous letter combinations (Daries & Probert, 2020). Additionally, African languages often have agglutinative morphology, resulting in long, complex words that are difficult to spell (Makaure et al., 2024). Spelling requires strong phonological awareness (the ability to manipulate sounds within words), a skill that is underdeveloped in African languages due to limited phonics instruction (Barends, 2024; Daries & Bowles, 2024). Relying on whole-word recognition and visual memory (strategies used for English) can conflict with the phonological and morphological strategies needed for spelling in African languages. Interference from English can further complicate the acquisition of spelling skills in African languages. Learners may transfer phonological rules from English to their L1, leading to incorrect spellings (Wolters & Kim, 2024). Spelling errors are also caused by dialectal variation in L1 phonological patterns and variations in grammatical knowledge (Fleisch et al., 2017; Schöfl et al., 2024). In Kiswahili, for instance, common spelling errors include omitting nasal consonants in clusters and swapping letters such as ‘L’ and ‘R’. In short, children learning to spell in African contexts must integrate multiple types of linguistic knowledge from two distinct linguistic systems, including phonological, orthographic, lexical, and grammatical knowledge, to become proficient spellers (Alcock & Ngorosho, 2003).

				Researchers have noted a shortage of educational resources and standardised spelling curricula tailored to African languages (Cekiso, 2026; Daries & Probert, 2020; Ntshangase, 2025). Such resources might hinder effective spelling instruction, and explicit teaching of complex letter combinations is often insufficient, leading to spelling errors (Makaure et al., 2024). A systematic analysis of such errors in individual languages is crucial as it helps educators and literacy specialists to identify and understand the types of errors learners make in their L1, offering insights into L1 development and proficiency (Harrison, 2021). Error analyses can also provide insights into how children draw on their L1 knowledge when acquiring spelling skills in their additional languages (Reynolds et al., 2024).

				Spelling error analysis has been widely conducted in English and other European languages, but very few analyses are available for African languages. Previous analyses in Kiswahili, isiXhosa, Setswana and Northern Sotho identified several error categories that seem similar across these languages, including substitution, addition, omission, substitution of nasal consonants, deletion of nasal consonants, writing double vowels as single, substitution of single vowels, and insertion of a vowel between consonants (see Alcock & Ngorosho, 2003 for Kiswahili; Daries & Probert, 2020 for isiXhosa; Maledu et al., 2023 for Northern Sotho). Daries and Probert (2020) also listed transposition errors (reversing the order of graphemes), writing graphemes backwards and alphabetic errors (where more than three graphemes are added/omitted, or where a word bears no phonetic or orthographic resemblance to the target). 

				While studies on spelling development in African languages (eg., Setswana and Kiswahili) provide important insights into orthographic and phonological challenges, limited research has specifically examined spelling difficulties in Northern Sotho. For instance, Maledu et al.’s (2023) detailed analysis of Northern Sotho spelling errors focused on tertiary student writing in higher education. They identified 11 spelling error categories, including linguistic errors such as omission (e.g., omitting the prefix in letšatši (sun) to form tšatši), incorrect passive voice use (e.g., felelwa (finish) spelt as felela; word space errors (re ka (we can) instead of reka (buy)), failure to use the diacritic ‘š’ (e.g., molaetsa instead of molaetša (message)), errors 
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				on derivatives (hlaloša instead of tlhalošo (explanation)) and incorrect use of pronouns and subject concords (mafokwana wona instead of mafokwana ona (these words)). Additional error categories included interference with pronunciation (e.g., morala instead of morale (kitchen)), English interference (e.g., chelate instead of tšhelete (money)), and slip-of-the-pen errors (e.g., bans instead of bana (kids)). Finally, Maledu et al. (2023) identified incorrect use of numerals (e.g., tša senyane instead of tša bosenyane (ninth)) and punctuation errors (Ga-mothiba instead of Ga-Mothiba). Ramothwala et al. (2021) investigated writing challenges faced by Grade 8 learners who use Northern Sotho as LoLT but speak the Khelobedu dialect.2. They found that learners struggled with spelling and recorded errors such as vowel confusion (replacing /e/ with /I/ or /u/ with /o/). Misspellings were explained as a result of dialectal interference (i.e., using Khelobedu speech sounds that do not exist in Northern Sotho and writing words as they are pronounced in Khelobedu), resulting in negative transfer rather than additive bilingualism. 

				To our knowledge, no systematic analysis of spelling errors made by learners in the Foundation Phase who are L1 speakers of Northern Sotho has been conducted. The existing studies in Northern Sotho focused on tertiary student writing, or on the effect of dialectal variation on Northern Sotho spelling. Against this background, the following research questions were formulated to guide this study:

				What are the patterns of spelling errors made by Northern Sotho-speaking Grade 3 learners?

				Which of the errors could be explained as a result of cross-linguistic interference from English?

				Spelling acquisition in alphabetic languages

				Spelling is a complex linguistic ability that necessitates a child’s understanding and integration of a language’s structure, orthography, and vocabulary (Bowers et al., 2014). Overall, spelling theory and research have largely emphasised the importance of phonological and orthographic knowledge (Catts & Kamhi, 1999; Cunningham et al., 2001; Ehri, 2000). Recent studies demonstrated that morphological and semantic knowledge are equally important for spelling development (Levesque et al., 2021; Mendes & Kirby, 2024). Thus, children must utilise various linguistic knowledge sources during spelling, including phonological, orthographic, morphological, and semantic knowledge (Daries & Bowles, 2024; Zhu et al., 2025). Stage theories suggest that children’s spelling evolves through a sequence of stages, starting with basic letter-sound associations and progressively advancing to the accurate application of phonological, orthographic, semantic, and morphological strategies. These skills are developed to varying extents at different stages as children interact with more complex written language (Harrison, 2021). The repertoire theory of spelling suggests that successful spellers draw on the linguistic knowledge available in their repertoire, which applies to the specific word they are attempting to spell (Reynolds et al., 2024). Successful spellers can tap into their linguistic knowledge and, when encountering unfamiliar words, select from a range of strategies to assist with their spelling.

				
					
						2	While the authors cited here refer to it as ‘Khelobedu’, the literature alternatively spells the dialect as ‘Khelovedu’ or ‘KhiLovedu’. It is also frequently referred to as ‘Selobedu’ in the standard Northern Sotho orthography (Rakgogo & Mandende, 2022)
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				In contrast, poor spellers struggle to access various strategies, which hinders their ability to spell words accurately and efficiently (Bowers et al., 2014). Thus, two different spellers can often arrive at the correct spelling of a word by using different types of linguistic knowledge. For example, one child might spell the word “cat” based on mental graphemic representations (i.e. stored spellings in long-term memory). At the same time, another might rely on phonological awareness to identify the speech sounds in the word and use letter-sound knowledge to match those sounds with the correct letters (Reynolds et al., 2024). Spelling necessitates mastering and building an orthographic lexicon that stores and retrieves word-specific pronunciations, spellings, morphological structures, and meanings (Bahr et al., 2012; Treiman & Kessler, 2014). These theories were developed in monolingual, Western contexts, raising questions about their applicability to South African multilingual learners. Nevertheless, we believe that the repertoire theory of spelling best informs this study, as it accommodates the dynamic use of the multiple linguistic resources available to bilingual learners. For Northern Sotho-English learners, we think that spelling, especially towards the end of the Foundation Phase, likely involves the simultaneous activation of multiple linguistic systems (i.e., the L2 and L2 systems), rather than progression through discrete stages.

				Spelling error analysis 

				Scoring approaches that systematically classify and evaluate spelling errors according to their linguistic characteristics have received attention (Henbest & Apel, 2021). Various researchers have employed different techniques to analyse spelling mistakes. Spelling errors can result from a lack of orthographic knowledge, differing phonological representations, dialect differences, a lack of knowledge about how grammatical differences are represented in the orthography, and a lack of word-specific knowledge (Alcock & Ngorosho, 2003). Analysing errors offers several benefits compared to traditional accuracy-based measures, including (i) greater sensitivity to individual differences, (ii) more detailed insights into cognitive-linguistic processing among children from diverse backgrounds, and (iii) the ability to reflect spelling as a complex, multidimensional developmental skill (Harrison, 2021, 83).

				Since holistic spelling scoring (which evaluates only the overall correctness of a word) has drawbacks, such as failing to identify specific areas where a child struggles, researchers have developed more detailed scoring systems based on linguistic factors (Reynolds et al., 2024). These linguistics-based systems break down the spelling process and focus on specific aspects of a word’s structure, such as letter-sound relationships, syllable patterns, or morphological units. Contemporary classroom spelling assessments use a scoring system based on the number of correct letter combinations (sequences) in a child’s spelling attempt. This approach considers the accuracy of the letter sequences within spelling attempts, rather than just counting whether the entire word is spelt correctly (Harrison, 2021).

				Several studies have employed a multi-system approach to spelling error analysis, classifying and scoring each error based on phonological, orthographic, and morphological criteria using structured scoring schemes (Bahr et al., 2012; Harrison, 2021; Reynolds et al., 2024). These linguistically informed, quantitative classifications are essential for identifying the specific areas of linguistic knowledge that a child either lacks or draws upon during the spelling process. Some error classification systems have adopted a more qualitative approach. Cook’s (1997) error classification, which includes omission, substitution, insertion, and transposition, has been widely employed by researchers to qualitatively analyse and categorise spelling errors in both L1 (Daries & Probert, 2020) and second-language contexts 
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				(Al-Saudi, 2020). Given the complexity of multilingual spelling development, a linguistically informed error analysis is particularly well-suited to this study, as it captures the interaction between phonological, orthographic, and morphological processes. Building on previous multi-system approaches, this study extends error analysis to an under-researched language context, providing a more nuanced understanding of early spelling development in Northern Sotho. We believe that such analyses are not only theoretically informative but critical for informing L1 literacy instruction in multilingual classrooms.

				Linguistic interference in spelling acquisition

				Linguistic interference refers to the transfer of phonological, orthographic, or semantic patterns from a learner’s L1 or L2, or vice versa (Ziegler & Goswami, 2005). It has long been recognised as a significant factor in shaping children’s spelling development. According to some theoretical perspectives, the transfer of literacy skills between languages is shaped by the learner’s proficiency in their L1, as suggested by the Linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis (Cummins, 1979), as well as by the structural similarity or difference between the languages, as proposed in the script dependent hypothesis (Gholamain & Geva, 1999). According to this view, higher L1 proficiency facilitates stronger transfer, and skills are more likely to transfer effectively between typologically similar languages. Other theories propose that common underlying cognitive processing skills support literacy acquisition across languages, irrespective of their distance. This view is reflected in frameworks such as the central processing hypothesis (Geva & Siegel, 2000) and the transfer facilitation model (Koda, 2008). These theories suggest that basic cognitive-linguistic processes are shared and can promote literacy development in both languages, even when the languages differ significantly in their orthographic or phonological systems. 

				Orthographic transparency of the languages involved influences the extent and nature of cross-linguistic transfer in spelling. The orthographic depth hypothesis (ODH) suggests that learners may experience difficulty when transferring spelling strategies from one language to another when the two languages differ significantly in orthographic depth (Ziegler & Goswami, 2005). L1 phoneme–grapheme mappings can either facilitate or hinder the acquisition of L2 spelling conventions, depending on the degree of cross-linguistic overlap (Ziegler & Goswami, 2005). For instance, if a learner’s L1 has a shallow orthography and their L2 has a deep orthography, learners may over-rely on strategies that worked well in L1 but are less effective in L2 due to irregular sound-letter mappings. Conversely, learners transferring from a deep orthography to a shallow one may underuse phonological strategies, relying instead on memorisation, which is less necessary in the more transparent system. For instance, Al-Saudi (2020) found that linguistic interference of the L1 was a major contributing factor to spelling errors in children learning to spell in the L2 language due to orthographic differences between Arabic and English. Conversely, when L1 and L2 share similar phonological and morphosyntactic structures, positive transfer can enhance the acquisition of early literacy skills, such as spelling accuracy (Ziegler & Goswami, 2005). These bidirectional transfer effects highlight the complex interplay of phonological transparency, orthographic depth, and instructional context in shaping emergent spellers’ error profiles.

				In our research setting, where learners move between their L1 and English, we anticipate that negative transfer of English spelling rules might occur. In transparent orthographies such as Northern Sotho, spelling is largely governed by consistent phoneme-grapheme correspondences, which encourage learners to rely on phonological strategies when encoding 
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				words. However, when learners are simultaneously introduced to English, which has a more opaque orthography, these same phonologically driven strategies are less effective, and learners may overgeneralise L1 spelling principles, producing phonologically plausible but orthographically incorrect spellings in English. Conversely, exposure to English may lead learners to adopt whole-word memorisation and visual strategies, which are less efficient in a transparent orthography. This shift can interfere with accurate spelling in the L1, where precise phonological encoding is required. Northern Sotho-English learners are likely to utilise their entire underlying linguistic repertoire, but the bidirectional transfer that results from this places additional cognitive demands on learners, who must continuously regulate and adapt their spelling strategies depending on the orthographic system they are engaging with. Investigating cross-linguistic interference in Northern Sotho spelling, therefore, provides an important test case for understanding how orthographic differences in learners’ languages shape spelling development in the L1.

				Linguistic and research setting

				The study was conducted in a low-socioeconomic status suburb in the south-west of the City of Tshwane. Northern Sotho is the dominant L1 in this community, commonly used at home, in the community, and during social interactions. Northern Sotho follows a simple, transparent, and disjunctive orthography and has a relatively simple vowel system consisting of seven vowel phonemes, alongside a diverse and complex set of consonant sounds (De Schryver, 2007). This rich consonantal inventory includes combinations such as digraphs (e.g., sk, kg), trigraphs (e.g., pšh kgw), quadgraphs (e.g., mpšh, tšhw), and even pentagraphs (e.g., ntšhw). Northern Sotho has an open syllable (CV-CV) structure. Northern Sotho, like other Bantu languages, is characterised by widespread affixation, in which prefixes, infixes, and suffixes are added to root words to modify or extend their core meanings (Zerbian & Barnard, 2009). 

				Learners were sampled from two schools that were introduced to English as FAL in Grade R or Grade 1. Both schools are no-fee schools with comparable infrastructure and equal access to resources, including libraries, teaching materials and educators supplied by the Gauteng Department of Education (Makaure et al., 2024). Based on the foundation phase CAPS documents, spelling in the sampled schools should be taught as part of the broader language and literacy curriculum and should be incorporated into daily activities (DBE, 2011; 2019). Learners have to write at least 20 words (five words each day) and five short sentences (one sentence per day) every week. Spelling is taught explicitly alongside phonics-based instruction, where learners are introduced to sound-letter relationships, basic word structures (i.e. consonant-vowel-consonant patterns), and common spelling rules. Phonics instruction in African languages emphasises recognising vowel and single consonant sounds, identifying letter names and shapes, understanding letter-sound connections, constructing words, and recognising vowel digraphs (e.g., /ee/, /oi/, /oo/, /eu/). It also covers consonant digraphs (e.g., /hl/, /kh/, /ph/, /ng/) and trigraphs (e.g., /psh/, /pšh/, /tlh/, /tsh/, /tšh/) at the beginning and end of words (Makaure et al., 2024). Learners are tested regularly through traditional spelling tests. By the end of Grade 3, learners are expected to manipulate digraphs, trigraphs and other complex letter sequences in Northern Sotho.

				Our sample consisted of 181 Northern Sotho learners (100 females; mean age: 8.5), who were assessed at the end of Grade 3. Based on teachers’ reports, we excluded learners with learning difficulties or those repeating the grade. Participants were selected through non-probability purposive sampling from two pre-selected schools. Learners participated after 
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				obtaining their oral assent and signed written consent from their caregivers. Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the University of South Africa (NHREC Registration #: Rec-240816–052) and the GDE Research approval letter 8/4/4/1/2).

				Methodology

				6.1	Spelling measures

				The Northern Sotho spelling task was group-administered and consisted of ten real words selected from the learners’ Grade 3 Northern Sotho workbooks. Words were deliberately selected to vary in difficulty, enabling a range of performance levels. For instance, we included simple words with a vowel-consonant-vowel (VCV) structure (e.g., ema ‘stand up’), a consonant–vowel–consonant–vowel (CVCV) structure (e.g., bana ‘children’ and mošemane ‘boy’). Taking into consideration the multisyllabic nature of the Northern Sotho language, we also included words that capture the digraphic and trigraphic nature of the language, such as hlokomela ‘take care’ and befetšwe’ angry’. Words were dictated, and learners were expected to write each word in a provided worksheet. The complete test is available in Makaure (2021). In this study, the test had a Cronbach’s Alpha reliability coefficient of α = 0.97, indicating high internal consistency among the test items and suggesting that the instrument was highly reliable and produced stable, dependable results.

				6.2	Data coding and analysis

				A qualitative method was employed for data analysis. First, the data were coded using a binary coding scheme: correct/incorrect. The main objective of this study was to conduct a qualitative linguistic analysis of children’s spelling errors. Errors were coded according to the classification systems outlined by Alcock and Ngorosho (2003, 2007) and Daries and Probert (2020). Each misspelt word was categorised as one of the following: blank, illegible, alphabetic error (i.e., errors where more than three letters were added or omitted, or where the spelling had no sound or spelling similarity to the correct word), substitution (i.e., replacing one letter or sound with another), insertion (i.e., adding an unnecessary letter or sound), transposition (i.e., occurs when letters in a word are reversed or placed in the wrong order), omission (i.e., leaving out a letter that should be included in the correct spelling of a word), nasal consonant deletion (i.e., nasal consonant sound, such as /m/, /n/, or /ŋ/ (“ng”), is omitted from a word), or phonetic overgeneralisation (i.e., applying a familiar sound–letter rule too broadly to words where the rule does not apply). The analysis involved calculating the frequency of each error type. To identify the errors that could be explained as a result of cross-linguistic interference from English, we qualitatively examined each spelling error to determine whether it reflects an influence from English phonological or orthographic patterns.

				Results

				Figure 1 shows the percentage of learners who spelt each word correctly. The data shows considerable variation in spelling accuracy across different words. The word bana ‘children’ was the most accurately spelt word, with 69% of learners spelling it correctly, followed by ema ‘stand up’ (56%), sepela ‘walk’ (48%), and sekolong ‘school’ (46%). Moderate accuracy was observed for taelo ‘instruction’ (41%), hlokomela ‘take care’ (33%), and hlapi ‘fish’ (31%), and kgona ‘be able’ (28%). The word befetšwe ‘angry’ (17%) and mošemane ‘boy’ (13%) were the least accurately spelt. 
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				Figure 1:	Percentage of learners who spelt each word correctly.

				Table 1 shows the frequency distribution of each error type. The most common error categories overall were substitution (39%) and alphabetic errors (33%), followed by omission (12%), insertion (9%) and phonetic overgeneralisation (5%). Substitution errors were particularly high for words like kgona (36%), sepela (34%), hlokomela (29%), befetšwe (29%) and mošemane (29%), while alphabetic errors were more frequent in hlapi (30%), befetšwe (31%), sekolong (26%) and taelo (21%). Omission errors were more notable in mošemane (15%), befetšwe (12%), and sekolong (7%). Insertion errors occurred in ema (20%) and taelo (14%), whereas phonetic overgeneralisations occurred predominantly in mošemane (23%) and befetšwe (2%). Transposition (2%) and nasal consonant deletion (1%) occurred infrequently. Blank responses and illegible writing were also rare. These patterns indicate that certain words triggered specific types of errors more frequently, suggesting varying difficulty levels related to the phonological or orthographic structure of each word. Table 2 provides examples of errors for each target word and their categorisation.

				
					[image: A horizontal bar chart shows the percentage of learners who correctly spell various words, with "Rome" and "Lima" having the highest percentages and "Maintenance" the lowest, accompanied by a paragraph discussing common error categories in word spelling.
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				Table 1:	Prevalence of errors made by Grade 3 Northern Sotho home language learners
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					1

				

				
					2

				

				
					1

				

				
					17

				

				
					2

				

				
					1

				

				
					Illegible

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					2

				

				
					Alphabetic

				

				
					19

				

				
					10

				

				
					19

				

				
					10

				

				
					54

				

				
					30

				

				
					38

				

				
					21

				

				
					44

				

				
					24

				

				
					10

				

				
					6

				

				
					56

				

				
					31

				

				
					47

				

				
					26

				

				
					50

				

				
					28

				

				
					31

				

				
					17

				

				
					368

				

				
					33

				

				
					3

				

				
					Substitution 

				

				
					15

				

				
					8

				

				
					25

				

				
					14

				

				
					48

				

				
					27

				

				
					28

				

				
					15

				

				
					66

				

				
					36

				

				
					62

				

				
					34

				

				
					52

				

				
					29

				

				
					26

				

				
					14

				

				
					52

				

				
					29

				

				
					52

				

				
					29

				

				
					426

				

				
					39

				

				
					4

				

				
					Insertion

				

				
					36

				

				
					20

				

				
					4

				

				
					2

				

				
					5

				

				
					3

				

				
					25

				

				
					14

				

				
					4

				

				
					2

				

				
					5

				

				
					3

				

				
					3

				

				
					2

				

				
					5

				

				
					3

				

				
					3

				

				
					2

				

				
					4

				

				
					2

				

				
					94

				

				
					9

				

				
					5

				

				
					Transposition

				

				
					5

				

				
					3

				

				
					0
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					5

				

				
					3

				

				
					5

				

				
					3
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					0
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					2

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					4

				

				
					2

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					23

				

				
					2

				

				
					6

				

				
					Omission

				

				
					3

				

				
					2

				

				
					7

				

				
					4

				

				
					11

				

				
					6

				

				
					10

				

				
					6

				

				
					12

				

				
					7

				

				
					11

				

				
					6

				

				
					33

				

				
					18

				

				
					12

				

				
					7

				

				
					10

				

				
					6

				

				
					27

				

				
					15

				

				
					136

				

				
					12

				

				
					7

				

				
					Deletion (nasal consonant)

				

				
					1

				

				
					1

				

				
					0
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					0
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					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					5

				

				
					3

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					6

				

				
					1

				

				
					8

				

				
					Phonetic over-generalisations

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					1
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					0
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					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					4

				

				
					2

				

				
					1

				

				
					1

				

				
					0

				

				
					0

				

				
					42

				

				
					23

				

				
					48

				

				
					4

				

				
					9

				

				
					Total

				

				
					79

				

				
					44

				

				
					56

				

				
					31

				

				
					124

				

				
					69

				

				
					107

				

				
					59

				

				
					130

				

				
					72

				

				
					95

				

				
					52

				

				
					150

				

				
					83

				

				
					98

				

				
					54

				

				
					121

				

				
					67

				

				
					158

				

				
					87

				

				
					1118

				

				
					102

				

				Table 2:	Examples of target spelling words and children’s spellings

				
					Target

				

				
					Spelling

				

				
					Error category

				

				
					ema

				

				
					emma

				

				
					insertion of letter m

				

				
					bana

				

				
					lagi

				

				
					alphabetic

				

				
					hlapi

				

				
					lhapi

				

				
					transposition of letter l and h

				

				
					taelo

				

				
					tayelo

				

				
					insertion of letter y

				

				
					kgona

				

				
					kona

				

				
					omission of letter g

				

				
					sepela

				

				
					sepele

				

				
					substitution of the vowel a with e

				

				
					befetšwe

				

				
					befetswe

				

				
					substitution of diacritical š with s

				

				
					sekolong

				

				
					sekolog

				

				
					nasal consonant deletion

				

				
					hlokomela

				

				
					ememe

				

				
					alphabetic

				

				
					mošemane

				

				
					moshemane

				

				
					phonetic overgeneralisation

				

				Evidence of English interference was limited to the words hlapi (fish), sekolong (school) and befetšwe (angry). Responses such as ‘fish’, ‘dolphin’, ‘fisy’, ‘fis’, ‘fie’, ‘fih’ demonstrate this interference for hlapi, responses such ‘school’, ‘schoolg’, ‘schoolh’, ‘schooa’, ‘scool’, ‘skool’, ‘skoolh’, ‘skoolng’, ‘seclo’, ‘seoklog’, ‘skolho’ and others demonstrate this interference for sekolong and spelling such as ‘befechwe’ and ‘befetchwe’ reflected interference from English for the target befetšwe. 

				Discussion

				Our main aim was to identify and understand the types and patterns of spelling errors made by Grade 3 children who are L1 speakers of Northern Sotho. The most prominent error category was substitution, which accounted for 39% of the errors. Substitution errors occurred when learners replaced one letter, sound, or syllable with another that may seem similar in sound or appearance. We observed many cases of vowel substitution (e.g., /e/ for /i/ in ema, and /a/ for /e/ in bana). These errors mirror those reported by Bahr et al. (2012) in English, where 
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				young learners often substituted one vowel for another (e.g., het for hit), reflecting difficulties in distinguishing and representing vowel sounds accurately. Learners also substituted the diacritical letter /š/ in mošemane with a regular /s/, which changes the pronunciation of the word, suggesting an incomplete acquisition of Northern Sotho orthographic rules (especially diacritics), with learners selecting a visually and phonetically similar sound.

				We observed several recurring substitution tendencies in consonant clusters in the learners’ actual spellings of consonant clusters. The observed substitutions do not reflect recurring error tendencies among multiple learners when spelling the words hlapi and kgona. For instance, learners substituted the consonant cluster /hl/ in hlapi with combinations such as /th/, /kg/, /sh/, /ts/, /tl/, and consonant cluster /kg/ in the word kgona was replaced with single consonants like /k/, /g/ or /h/. These error patterns are similar to those reported for Kiswahili (Alcock & Ngorosho, 2007) and for isiXhosa (Daries & Probert, 2020). Substitution errors in consonant clusters can be attributed to several factors related to phonological development and linguistic knowledge. Developmentally, young children go through stages of mastering different sounds and clusters, and substitution errors could indicate that learners are still acquiring the correct production of these clusters. Given the age of our sample, this is an unlikely explanation. More probable explanations are that children simplify complex clusters in speech to facilitate easier pronunciation and assimilate sounds (where one sound in a cluster influences another). Such speech patterns are transferred to spelling. Underdeveloped phonemic awareness might also contribute to these errors. For instance, /hl/ and /sh/ are both fricatives, and learners may not differentiate between them well. Substitution may also be caused by orthographic similarity, where letters or clusters that look visually similar (e.g., hl vs tl) are confused and by auditory processing challenges, which make it hard to distinguish between sounds that are close in articulation. 

				Alphabetic errors accounted for 33% of the errors. This category consisted of all errors where more than three graphemes were added or omitted, or where there was no phonetic or orthographic relation to the target word. The prevalence of this error type may indicate that many learners had not yet acquired the alphabetic principle (i.e. have almost no understanding of the relationship between sounds and letters. Early spellers often lack a complete understanding of phoneme-grapheme correspondences. When confronted with unfamiliar words or complex sound sequences, they may resort to guessing or chunking large letter strings rather than systematically applying known phoneme–grapheme rules. Additionally, alphabetic errors can be due to poor phonological segmentation skills. For example, if a child cannot break the spoken word into its constituent phonemes, they will struggle to know how many letters to write or which ones to include, yielding strings that are either too long or too short and often nonsensical.

				Omission errors (where one or more letters are left out) represented 12% of the errors. For instance, we observed the omission of /l/ in words with consonant clusters such as hlapi or hlokomela, as well as the omission of/t/, /tš/, and /w/ in befetšwe, again indicating a difficulty in processing or representing the complex consonant clusters /hl/ and /tš/ in spelling. Our findings are similar to those of Daries and Probert (2020), who found that words containing complex graphemes such as /kh/,/ph/, or /nkw/ were more prone to omission in isiXhosa. This finding highlights the importance of focused instruction on complex graphemes to support accurate spelling development. The CAPS curriculum (DBE, 2019) recommends implementing structured phonics programs that progressively target complex graphemes at the beginning and end of words, particularly in the foundation phase (i.e., Grades 1-3). However, learners 
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				in the study have either not fully acquired consonant clusters or have not received sufficient instruction to support the spelling of complex Northern Sotho words. Learners appeared to use a basic strategy where each sound they heard was mapped directly to a single letter.

				Insertion errors (i.e. adding extra letters or graphemes to a word) also appeared to be relatively common. Insertions are often caused by an overgeneralisation of phonological or orthographic rules, poor phoneme-grapheme correspondence, or immature orthographic knowledge. Insertion errors may stem from articulatory habits or misanalysis of speech sounds, in which learners perceive additional phonemes as part of a word. In some cases, limited exposure to correct word forms or confusion with similarly structured words can lead to the erroneous addition of letters. In multilingual contexts, cross-linguistic interference may prompt learners to apply L1 spelling conventions to L2 words, leading to the insertion of unnecessary graphemes. Phonetic overgeneralisation errors (i.e., when learners apply familiar phonological patterns or rules too broadly) occurred in 4% of the errors. These errors typically arise when a learner hears a sound in a word and over-applies a rule based on how similar sounds are usually represented in writing. For example, learners tended to spell /še/ in the word mošemane as /ši/ or /sh/. Spelling mošimane instead of the mošemane reflects that learners were relying on a surface-level, sound-based strategy, possibly influenced by how similar syllables sound in other familiar words, rather than correctly applying the standard orthographic representation of the word. This finding highlights the need for targeted instruction on diacritical letters, such as /š/, to ensure learners accurately recognise and apply these orthographic features in their spelling. 

				Only 2% of errors were transposition errors (the order of letters in a word is reversed). For instance, ame and eam for the target word ema; lhapi for the target word hlapi and tealo, taleo for the target word taelo. For emerging readers and writers, these errors could be seen as part of normal spelling development. Additionally, inconsistent spelling rules or a lack of focus can contribute to accidental letter switching, particularly in languages with complex orthographies. Nasal consonant deletion errors (which occur when nasal sounds (like /m/, /n/, or /ŋ/) are omitted from words) constituted only 1% of the spelling errors. In line with previous studies, we also observed nasal consonant deletion, for example, the omission of the single consonant /n/ or the consonant cluster /ng/ in sekolong, and the single consonant /n/ in mošemane. Daries and Probert (2020) reported the omission of /n/ in nasal blends such as /ndl/, /mhl/, and /ngx/, as well as the omission of /h/ in aspirated digraphs like /kh/, /ph/, and /th〉/ as the most frequent omission errors, while Alcock and Ngorosho (2007) found that Kiswahili children frequently omit the nasal consonant, even when it appears at the beginning of a word, suggesting that nasals in consonant clusters can be particularly vulnerable to omission, regardless of their position in the word.

				Linguistic interference

				Our secondary aim was to examine whether errors could be attributed to cross-linguistic interference from English. Although we found limited evidence of linguistic interference, cases in which it caused an error were consistent in that they were evident in the spellings of the words hlapi (fish) and sekolong (school). Direct translation (i.e., semantic substitution) was observed in outputs such as ‘fish’ and ‘dolphin’, reflecting a semantic error that occurs when the child uses a word from another language (e.g., English) with the same meaning as the target word. Numerous phonological approximations (sound-based influence from English), such as fisy, fie, and fisp, suggest learners relied on English sound-spelling conventions to 

			

		

	
		
			
				96

			

		

		
			
				2026 44(2): 96-101

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v44i2.9151

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Perspectives in Education	2026: 44(2)

			

		

		
			
				represent unfamiliar L1 phonemes. Additionally, semantic confusion errors, such as naming and idea errors, reflect broader conceptual associations or misinterpretations, likely influenced by L2 vocabulary exposure. 

				Several spelling error patterns for the target word sekolong (school) indicate English interference. The use of initial letter combinations such as /sch/ or /sk/, which are absent in the Northern Sotho language (De Schryver, 2007), along with insertions of sounds like /h/ or /l/, reflects the orthographic influence of English in outputs for sekolong. In this case, learners appeared to either substitute English phonics and spelling conventions or attempt to blend elements of both Northern Sotho and English (e.g., as in the misspelt words skoolng and skolone). Evidence of linguistic interference was also found in the Northern Sotho word befetšwe, where learners tended to use letter combinations such as /ch/ and /tch) which are absent in the Northern Sotho language (De Schryver, 2007). In attempting to produce the Northern Sotho cluster /tšw/, the learner substitutes it with a more familiar English-like form, resulting in a misspelt word. Phonological pressure and orthographic uncertainty in the L1 may lead learners to rely more on familiar L2 patterns. This phenomenon can also be seen in the spelling of mošemane as moshemane, which could be an overgeneralisation from English, where /ʃ/ is commonly written as /sh/. In bilingual settings, this often results in the transfer of orthographic rules from one language to another, producing letter combinations that are illegal in the target language and then interfere with accurate production. Early spellers may apply an inappropriate strategy due to a lack of awareness about the orthographic differences between the two languages. Cross-linguistic spelling errors in other contexts were most prevalent in second grade, decreased significantly in third grade, and were nearly nonexistent by fourth grade (Howard et al., 2012). This suggests that such errors are a normal part of bilingual spelling development and tend to decrease as learners gain proficiency in both languages. These findings align with the repertoire theory, which posits that bilingual learners flexibly draw on their full linguistic resources across languages when making meaning and solving language-related tasks. The learners’ use of English phonological, semantic, and orthographic patterns in Northern Sotho spelling demonstrates how bilingual children strategically draw on familiar linguistic knowledge from their broader repertoires, particularly when confronted with uncertainty or unfamiliar L1 forms.

				Overall, some of the spelling errors observed in this study reflect cross-linguistic transfer, in which learners rely on English phonological, semantic or orthographic knowledge when attempting to spell Northern Sotho words. Due to phonological and orthographic differences between Northern Sotho and English, this transfer results in systematic spelling errors, which align with the script-dependent hypothesis (Gholamain & Geva, 1999) and the orthographic depth hypothesis (Ziegler & Goswami, 2005), emphasising the need to tailor teaching strategies for spelling specifically for the African languages.

				Conclusion and implications

				Identifying and understanding typical spelling errors committed by primary school children is important for several reasons. Analysing these errors provides insight into the cognitive processes learners use when spelling, such as phonological, lexical, and semantic strategies (Niolaki et al., 2024). This pinpoints specific areas where learners may encounter problems (Bahr et al., 2012). By understanding common error patterns, educators can tailor their instruction to address problem areas (e.g. focusing on phonics-based instruction for phonological errors) and can improve their assessment practices. Knowing the spelling error 
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				patterns in a language can also inform the development of more effective spelling curricula in that language, ensuring that materials and spelling strategies are tailored to the orthographic and phonological characteristics of that language. This understanding is particularly important in the South African context, where African languages have complex orthographic elements that should not be taught using English spelling strategies. Addressing spelling difficulties early can prevent long-term literacy challenges in the long run and support a learner’s overall literacy development, as spelling and reading are interconnected skills.

				Therefore, accurate spelling is essential for effective communication since it reduces the risk of miscommunication. Proper spelling is also associated with an individual’s intellectual level and academic credibility. In fact, correct spelling is crucial for ensuring that scholarly work is taken seriously and understood by a wider audience. The intellectualisation of all languages, including African languages, relies heavily on accurate spelling. Furthermore, accurate spelling preserves the integrity and richness of a language, contributing to its cultural heritage. Given all these factors, if Northern Sotho is to be further developed as an academic language in South Africa, learners must be taught to spell effectively. 

				A limitation of this study is the small number of spelling items included in the assessment. A limited item pool may constrain the ability to analyse error patterns or differentiate among learners with varying levels of spelling proficiency. Future studies should include a more comprehensive set of spelling items that reflect a broader range of word types, difficulty levels, and linguistic structures. Expanding the number of items would provide more detailed insights into learners’ spelling development and common error patterns, thereby further informing targeted instructional interventions. 
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