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Russian-English false cognate interferences in foreign language learners

The effect of the mother tongue on the acquisition of the foreign language is decidedly significant and has been
the focus of the researchers for many decades. One of the aspects of the influence of L1 is known as language transfer
or interference. Therefore, this study examines the influence of L1 lexis has on FL lexis when students carry out oral
and written assignments in the FL, namely English. To respond this question, 19 students of the Foreign Languages
Department at Suleyman Demirel University were requested to translate 25 sentences into English. The results of this
study revealed that the influence of Russian as L1 or L2 in terms of false cognates can significantly hamper
conveying meaning in the foreign language and cause misunderstanding. In addition, the research showed that the
best speakers of Kazakh were the graduates of multilingual schools, who scored the highest in the study as well.
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A K. ApreiaGaeB
BiniMrepJiepain KO11aHBICBIHAA KYPreH OPbIC-AFbLIIIbIH AYJAPMAIIbIHBIH KAJFAaH 10CTAPbI

Hler TiiH yiipeHy/eri aHa TUIAIH ocepi opKalllaH MaHbI3/Ibl eKeHi co3ci3. byl heHoMeH NMHrBICTHKA calachHIa
OHfaFaH xbuiiap Ooiibl 3eprrenyae. Ocel TypFaiaH KaparaH/a, JEKCHKANbIK HHTep(QEepeHIHs aHa TUTiHIH OCepiHiH
acmekrtinepaiy Oipeyi Oonein Tabbuaasl. by 3eprrey OumiMrepiepAiH KYHACTIKTI KOJJaHBICHIHIAFB! )KYPTeH OpBIC-
aFBUIIIBIH ayApaMalllbIHBIH JKaJFaH JOCTapblH aHbIKTAyabl kesieiini. 3eprreyre Cyneiiman Jlemupen aThIHIAFbl
YHUBEpPCUTETTIH (utonorus ¢axynsreTi 19 OlmiMreprnepi KaTbICHIN, XKHBIpMa Oec ceiieM aymapabl. 3eprrey
HOTIDKENEpl OpBIC TLNIHIH aFbUIIBIH TITIHAET! KapbIM-KaThIHACKa Kepi 9cepiH THTi3il, TYCIHECHEYNIUIIKKe OKell
COFybI 90JICH MYMKiH ekeHiH nonenneni. COHbIMEH Karap, Kaja OuTiMrepiepiH YJKeH Oeiri aHa TiTIH JKETiK
MEHIepMereHi aHbIKTaIAbl. Ka3ak TimiHAe eH jKaKChl COMJICHTIH XOHE €H YKOFaphl KOPCETKIIIKe He OOJIFaH KaTbl-
CyILIbIIap KONTIIAI MEKTEI TYJIEKTEPi OOJIBII IIBIKTHI.

Tyiiin ce3nep: uHTEephepeHIys, ayJapMaIIbIHbIH JKaJIFaH J0CTaPbl, KONTUIILTIK.

A K. Apreiabaes
Pyccko-aHrmMiicKue JI0JKHBIE IPY3bsl IEPEBOIYMKA B PeUH CTYAEHTOB

Ponb poxHOro si3pika HpH U3YYEHHH HWHOCTPAHHOIO OE3YCJIOBHO BEJIMKA M SIBISIETCS INIPEAMETOM H3y4YCHHS
YUYCHBIX-JIMHI'BUCTOB Ha MPOTSDKEHUM MHOTHMX paecstwieTuil. Jlekcuueckas uHTepdepeHIMs, B CBOIO OYepelp,
ABJAETCA OJHMM M3 acleKTOB HETaTHBHOTO BO3JEHCTBMS POMHOTO fA3bIKa Ha HM3yueHHE HHOCTpaHHOro. llensio
JAaHHOM paboThl SBISAETCS BBIABICHHE PYCCKO-aHIMIMHCKHX JIOKHBIX JApy3ed NepeBoAdYMKa B NHUCBMEHHOH pedn
CTyZAeHTOB. JIJIs 3TOT0 B 9KCIEPUMEHTE yJaBCTBOBAIM 19 cTyneHTOB yHUBepcuTeTa nmenu Cyneiimana lemupens ¢
¢axynpTeTa (uIONOrHH. Pe3ynpTaThl SKCIIEpHMEHTa MOKA3ald, YTO KOJIMYECTBO OMIMOOK C JIOXKHBIMH JAPY3BSIMH
NEePEBOYMKA HAMPSIMYIO 3aBUCUT OT ypPOBHS BIIAJCHUs PYCCKUM SI3BIKOM CTylaeHTamMH. Kpome Toro, uccienoBaHue
BEISIBIJIO, YTO BBITYCKHUKM MHOTOS3BIYHBIX IIKOJI JIy4Ile BCEX CIPABIINCh C 3aJaHHEM, a TaKXKe TOBOPST Ha
Ka3aXxCKOM JIy4lle, YeM UX POBECHUKH U3 Ka3aXCKUX IIKOJI.

KoaroueBrble ciioBa: nHTEphEpEHINS, JIOXKHBIE IPYy3bs IEPEBOAINKA, MHOTOSI3BIYHBII.

While learning a foreign language (FL), in
many cases students employ their first or second
language (L2) to try to communicate in the foreign
one. As a result, this kind of approach encourages
learners to follow the grammatical and lexical
patterns of their mother tongue (L1) in the foreign
language. The significance of the influence of the
mother tongue in learning a FL has been a central
issue for a long time. It has led to many studies that
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attempt to explain this phenomenon. However, few
have been done with regard to the influence of
both L1 (Kazakh) and L2 (Russian) lexis have on
the foreign language (English). The decision to do
this study was made when I started to notice a
common tendency among Kazakh students to use
L1 and L2 lexis while communicating in English
either orally or in written form. Students were
unaware of the fact that they were using the direct
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translation technique and false cognates in their
speech and, therefore, could not properly convey
the message they had in their mind.

This paper attempts to contribute knowledge in
the field of lexicology and semaseology, focusing
on the influence of L1 and L2 lexis on the FL one.
Thus, students’ speech in English is analyzed with
two purposes. The first aim is to find common
examples of language interference in English
speech. The second one is to classify and analyze
these mistakes.

This research project has the following research
questions:

1. Does speaking several languages enable
students to identify false friends in English and
help them to avoid using false cognates?

2. What are the most frequent false cognates
in students’ speech?

The influence of L1 is an important aspect
when teaching all four skills to EFL learners. It is
common knowledge that when a student is learning
a foreign language, he uses the first language as an
effective instrument to make this procedure easier
and faster. However, one may not know that the
native language does not only have positive effect
when learning a foreign language; it can also have
negative influences.

N. Chomsky states in his language acquisition
theory that imitation what students hear in L1
develops habits in L2 [1]. However, one of the
negative effects of L1 is that learners try to
translate every single word into English, which
results in improper conveying of the message in
the foreign language.

The “language transfer theory”, in other words,
L1 interference, is the effect the learners’ first
language has on their production of the second or
the foreign one. It is believed to have the effect on
any aspect of language: speaking, grammar,
pronunciation, vocabulary and listening. This
theory claims that language transfer can be positive
and negative. The positive transference, is
witnessed when both languages are from the same
family. In this case the structure of L1 and L2 are
similar. Consequently, the interference of linguistic
patterns can result in correct language production.
Lexical patterns with matching meaning are called
“true cognates.” True cognates are used as a
strategy for productive skills in a FL. As a result
they are believed to be a part of the positive
transfer theory. On the other hand, S.D. Krashen
mentioned that “negative transference” is often
argued as a source of errors, which means that
learners transfer words or structures from their L1

into FL but their meanings are not the same in both
languages [2]. These words are known as “false
cognates.” Therefore, some learners may translate
words from L1 to FL, erroneously assuming that
they have the same meaning in the target language.
Words in Russian such as “akkyparneid” and
“uHTenereHTHHIN” are some of the false cognates
an EFL Ilearner may incorrectly use when
translating from Russian into English. For
example, “axkypatnbiii” could be translated in
English as “accurate” instead of ‘“neat”, and
“uatenerenTHei”’  could be interpreted as
“intelligent” instead of “cultured, well-mannered”.

A different view towards language transfer is
suggested by L. Newmark who points out that
“Interference is not the first language ‘getting in
the way’ of second language skills. Rather, it is the
result of the performer falling back on old
knowledge when he or she has not yet acquired
enough of the second language” [3, 7]. Krashen [2]
agrees that L1 literacy and cognitive development
in L1 can be beneficial for students who learn a
new language. However, he also asserts that the
learners can transfer concepts from L1 and apply
them to L2. In other words, in his work Krashen
discusses the negative effects the first language
might have on the foreign one. As a result,
Krashen argues that interference may well be an
indicator of low level L1 acquisition. Another
reason for interference may be the result of the
speaker trying to convey a message in FL before
having acquired enough of the target language.

Another theory on this issue is proposed by Jim
Cummins [4], called the “Iceberg Theory”. In his
theory, J. Cummings mentioned that L1 literacy
and learning can be a benefit to L2 acquisition.
Language devices and concepts learned in L1
make learning the second language easier because
learners do not have to re-learn, in the new
language, what they already know in their native
language. Comprehending a concept in L1 requires
only a re-labelling of terms in the L2 and not a re-
learning of the concept [5]. According to this
theory, concepts and language skills are usually
developed in the native language before they are
transferred to the second. For this reason it is
essential for students to continue to gain
experience and exposure in their first language at
home [4].

In her study with upper elementary school
students who were literate in both Spanish and
English, N. E. Williams attempted to find out how
bilingual students’ knowledge of Spanish lexis and
awareness of Spanish-English cognates affect
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understanding of English texts [6]. She discovered
that the students were aware of cognates and made
use of that knowledge when reading English. This
means that students are well aware of the
helpfulness of their native language and they use
this knowledge to support their reading in the
second language. Therefore, learners facilitate their
reading practices and comprehension. N. E.
Williams found that the involvement of Spanish
vocabulary knowledge to English reading depends
on the degree of awareness of the languages’
cognate relationship [7]. In other words, if one
knows about cognate relationships, he will be able
to use cognates to help develop vocabulary in L2.
When students gain more vocabulary and the feel
in the language, they do not have to guess the
words they do not know or translate them into the
nearest word in their L1.

Another research conducted in Puerto Rico by
W. Schweers shed light on the communication
strategies learners utilize when facing lexical
deficit predicament in L2 communication [8]. For
instance, students resort to strategies such as using
an invented form of a word of their L1 and
combine it with the morphology/phonology rules
of the L2. As a result, the student takes a word and
adapts it in such a way that it looks like a word in
L2. One example of this is when a Russian-
speaking student says “receipt” instead of saying
“recipe” because it looks as ‘peyenm’ in Russian.

Owing to the fact that Llcan affect the
acquisition of L2 positively or negatively, the role
of the L1 in the acquisition of the L2 is a
significant factor to take into consideration. Taking
into account the theories mentioned in this paper,
the research will focus on the influence, either
positive or negative, L1 lexis has on L2 lexis.
Based on reliable studies made by prominent and
esteemed scientists in the field of education such as
S.D. Krashen [2] and J. Cummins [4], this research

Table 1. Test on false friends.

study will present a broad perspective of how first
language knowledge influences L2 production.

To conduct the research qualitative data
techniques were used. Data was collected from
students’ writing assignments, quizzes and tests
throughout the whole semester and their speech in
public presentations. All errors were noted down
for the future use and analysis. Selection of the
items was done according to the frequency of their
appearance. In other words, only the most common
mistakes were carefully handpicked and double-
checked.

The present study was carried out with a
population of 19 upper-intermediate students at
Foreign Languages Department in Suleyman
Demirel University. A group of junior students was
selected to find out how effectively they gained
knowledge of false friends over the years of study
at university. Another aspect that was a focus of
interest was if the students were able to identify
and avoid false cognates. The students in the
research were taking an advanced course in
Practical English but most of them were at a lower
level.

Demographics for the participants were
classified as 16 female and 3 male between ages of
20 and 21. Ethnicity proportion was 13 Kazakhs, 2
Ukrainians, 2 Uyghur, 1 Russian and 1 Korean.

To accomplish the research the participants did
a test in which they had to translate 25 sentences
from Russian/Kazakh into English. Both Kazakh
and Russian equivalents were given so that students
were totally aware of what they had to translate.
Another purpose of such a technique was to find
out if students used several languages while
translating or employed Russian only. In addition,
the test consisted of both true and false cognates so
that students would not figure out the purpose of
the research and, thus, affect the results negatively.
A sample of the test looks as the one in Tablel below.

Russian Kazakh English
1  Ona nonyuwia koMreHcaruio 32 OJ ChIHFaH KOJBI YIIIH ©TEMaKbl
CIIOMaHHYIO PYKY. aJJIBL.
2 Mapar - odYeHb akKypaTHbIM MapaT eTe JKMHAKbl CTYECHT.
CTY/ICHT.
3 B »sToM romy cemecTp 3akoH- OCBHI JKbUIBI CEMECTp epTe OITTi.
YUJICS PAHO.
4 Hasryms - crymenTka 3-ro Hasryms ymriHIm Kypce CTYIEHTI.
Kypca.

5 4 wuwkorma ©He 3a0ymy d3ToT MeH ¢uibMaeri MbIHA Y3iHIiIHI

(bparMeHT QribMa.

CIIKalIaH YMI)ITH&VIMLIH.
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This study showed that most of the participants
are proficient both in Kazakh and Russian.
However, the study revealed that the vast majority

Table 2. Language proficiency in Russian

of sample speaks Russian better than Kazakh.
Table 2 below gives detailed information about the
language proficiency of the participants.

Degree of Kazakh Russian Schools Multilingual
competence schools Schools
Excellent 66% 87.5% 40%

Good 17% 12.5% 40%
Satisfactory 17% 20%

Poor

Surprisingly, half of students from Kazakh
schools did not evaluate their proficiency in
Kazakh on a high level. This may be due to the fact
that all of the students are residing in a city, and
the prevailing majority of the participants 83% are
from Almaty, where Russian is more popular,
whereas Kazakh is mostly spoken in small towns
and southern regions.

Another unexpected finding was the language
proficiency level among graduates of multilingual
schools. Their proficiency in Kazakh turned out to
be the highest among all participants, including the

Table 3. Language proficiency in Kazakh.

graduates from Kazakh schools (Table 3).
However, the proficiency level in Russian among
the representatives of multilingual schools is the
lowest, which might be the result of the growing
importance of the state language and language
policy of the government. It should be noted here
that multilingual schools in our research are
Kazakh-Turkish high schools. These schools are
non-profit educational organizations and have a
good reputation in the country. The vast majority
of graduates are talented and win scholarships at
universities.

Degree of Kazakh schools Russian Schools Multilingual
competence Schools
Excellent 50% 12.5% 60%

Good 33% 25% 40%
Satisfactory 17%

Poor 50%

Likewise, the test results of graduates from
multilingual schools were the highest, as it is
shown in Table 4 below. This might be due to
several facts. On the one hand, graduates of
multilingual schools are one of the most successful

a result, Russian did not confuse learners to a great
extent and they scored best. However, graduates of
Kazakh schools did almost as well as their peers
from multilingual schools. The difference as we
see in the table is marginal, only 2.5%, while

students in their group. On the other hand, graduates from Russian schools received
students’ proficiency in Russian was the lowest. As significantly lower points.
Table 4. Test results on false cognates.
Answers Kazakh Schools Russian Schools Multilingual Schools
Correct 67% 57% 69.5%
Incorrect 33% 45% 30.5%

As a result, the current research shows that
language interference among the participants is
directly related to their proficiency in Russian. The

higher the proficiency of the learners in the
Russian language, the more they are prone to make
mistakes with false friends. This phenomenon is
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universal among the all three groups in the study.
Speaking several languages did not stop multilin-
gual speakers from making mistakes with false
cognates, contrary to the belief, in the beginning of
the research, that multilinguals could avoid these
mistakes. As well as their peers multilingual

speakers also committed mistakes, though fewer
than the other two groups of participants.

The most common mistakes that all subjects did
in this research are shown in Table 5 below. The
other items are not shown in the table, as the
percentage of mistakes was quite low.

Table 5.
Item in the test Correct word False cognate Mistakes

1 aKKypaTHBIHI neat accurate 52.6%

2 CTYJICHT TPETHETO KYpCa 3".year student 3"_course student 21.1%

3 WHTEIUICTEHTHBIH cultured intelligent 73.7%

4 (PK3aMeHANMOHHEIHN) 6utem  exam card (exam) ticket 47.4%

5 @pazmenm (M3 punbma) scene fragment 26.3%

6 MUTHHT demonstration; rally meeting 63.2%

7 qyBCTBOBaTh cumnamuto k like somebody have sympathy for 36.8%
KOMY-JTH00 somebody

Results of the research show that students can
easily be misled by false cognates and make
mistakes that can cause misunderstanding. One of
the items in the test that draws attention is ‘poman’
a novel, which was translated by three students as
‘roman’. This kind of mistake can hamper commu-
nication or at least cause predicament and humo-
rous moments at best.

Another item that has a totally different mea-
ning is ‘uHTemereHTHHI’ which means cultured.
73.7% of population translated this item as
‘intelligent, though intelligent people are not
necessarily cultured. Surprisingly, three subjects
did not know the exact meaning of ‘mHTemme-
reaTHBIA’ in their mother tongue. They supposed it
was ‘wise’ and ‘smart’.

The phrase ‘examination card’ was mistaken
for ‘examination ticket’ by 47.3% of the subjects.
Both items exist in the educational society but both
of them have different purpose and usage. If
examination ticket grants access to the exam,
examination card has questions in it to be answer-
red.

15 participants were surprised to learn that
‘neat’ and ‘accurate’ are different words in En-
glish, while 4 students used different equivalents
such as ‘careful, scrupulous’ and ‘responsible’,
though the latter does not fully match the meaning
of ‘neat’.

The Russian word ‘mutunr (rally)’ was incur-
rectly translated as ‘meeting’ by 12 subjects.
However, six participants used other words, such
as ‘demonstration, protest’ and ‘rebel’.

Limitations of the research
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Unfortunately, due to time restriction and no
funding, the subjects were not interested in
contribution to the research. As a result, no pre-test
evaluation of participants’ language proficiency
was conducted. The subjects’ word was taken for
granted and they themselves evaluated their
language proficiency in Russian and Kazakh,
which might not reflect their real language
competence. In addition, young age of the students
usually has its effect on their self-evaluation and
they could have given themselves higher credits
than they deserve.

Another limitation of the research could be the
limited number of participants. Only 19 students
were involved in the research, thought the ethnic
diversity is believed to meet the minimum
requirements, as the sample almost represents the
population proportion in the country. In spite of
this fact, it is believed that more accurate results
could be yielded with a bigger number of subjects
and, thus, it needs further research.

The number of items used in the test could be
another limitation of the present study. Only 15
false cognates and 10 true cognates were used in
the test. Had there been more items in the test, the
results could have been different. Consequently,
the current study cannot claim that it covered the
whole scope of false friends that students use in
their everyday life. As a result, with funding and
more time, further research could shed more light
on this issue.

Age of the participants in the current study
ranged between 20 and 21. A broader range could
be used for further investigation.

Bulletin KazNU. Filology series. Ne 3 (143). 2013



A. Zh. Argynbayev 205

The present study showed that both bilingual
and multilingual subjects made mistakes with false
cognates. However, multilingual participants made
fewer mistakes than their bilingual counterparts, domi-
nant in Russian and Kazakh. Nevertheless, the results
showed that multilingual learners also made mistakes
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