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ABSTRACT 

Bc. Lacinová Mirka. University of West Bohemia. June, 2011. Cross-linguistic influence 

between L2 English and L3 French. Supervisor: Mgr. Gabriela Klečková, Ph.D. 

  

This thesis deals with the phenomenon of language transfer. It provides essential 

information about the transfer, its types, roles and factors playing role in its occurrence. It 

takes a closer look at language transfer in L3 acquisition, specifically at transfer from L2 to 

L3. Later on, it focuses on the two languages in question – English and French – and the 

similarities between them. The research part consists of comparison of vocabulary in three 

beginner’s textbooks of French as FL to their English translation equivalents. The results 

of the research (the proportion of similarities in vocabulary) are completed by their 

implication for transfer occurrence. Finally, the impact of transfer occurrence on teaching 

French as L3 after English as L2 is discussed.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 Almost everyone studying any foreign language notices some similarities between 

his/her native language and the foreign language or possibly with another acquired foreign 

language. And many studying two foreign languages have experienced that they confused 

words from one language with the second one. What makes the languages to interfere with 

each other is one of the topics being investigated in this thesis. 

 As at primary and grammar schools, the learners learn one and later a second 

foreign language, the intrusion of one language into the second one can be a common thing 

to happen. The first foreign language is usually the English language. In this thesis, the 

influence of English as L2 on additional learning of French as L3 is examined. If the 

transfer from one language to another can be predicted and consequently made use of, is 

another topic of this paper. The core of the research is to compare the French language to 

English language regarding the similarities in vocabulary in the beginner’s textbook of 

French as FL and deduce its implications for language transfer.  

 In the first part of the Theoretical background chapter, the essential information 

regarding language transfer and the terms being used are explained. Further on, different 

types of transfer which exist and the factors which condition its occurrence are described. 

Next, different manifestations of transfer are outlined. The second part is oriented to the 

transfer in L3 acquisition, the factors which are specific for this kind of transfer and in 

which linguistic levels this transfer can occur. Later, the similarity between languages and 

its importance is regarded. As we are dealing with English and French, in the next section, 

these to languages are compared. In the final section, some suggestions for teaching with 

the account of transfer are introduced.  

 In the next chapter (Research Methodology), the explanation of the research 

process and criteria of comparison of French and English vocabulary are explained. In the 

chapter Results and Commentaries, the results of findings are presented in the form of 

figures where the proportion of similarities of French to English is depicted. What the 

results signify regarding the transfer is the issue of the next part of this chapter. The 

following chapter concentrates on implications that the similarities and occurrence of 

transfer can have on teaching, how the transfer could be made use of in a positive way and 

if the negative effects of transfer could be prevented. In the Conclusion chapter, the main 

ideas of the whole thesis are reviewed.  
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II. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

The theoretical chapter objective is to give necessary information about the topic of 

influence from already acquired language to a new language being learned which is 

commonly called language transfer or cross-linguistic influence. First, the topic of 

crosslinguistic transfer is introduced and defined, and various terms used in its sense are 

explained. Then, different kinds of crosslinguistic influence are presented. As numerous 

kinds of transfer exist, they are organized in four sections according to from which point of 

view the transfer is looked at (outcome, directionality, linguistic levels, intentionality). 

Further on, the main factors influencing the presence of transfer are regarded. Then, 

different manifestations of transfer in reception and production are observed, especially 

with focus on transfer errors. Later, the chapter concentrates on third language acquisition 

and its specifications. The factors influencing transfer to L3 are discussed. Further on, 

transfer in different linguistic field is viewed. Next, the transfer as a communication and 

learning strategy is considered. Further, English and French languages are described in the 

sense of typology and compared. Some similarities between these languages, including 

grammatical features and true and false cognates are presented. Finally, some suggestions 

for teaching L3 with the help of transfer and some recent projects in this field are outlined.     

Cross-Linguistic Influence (CLI) 

The first concern is to define the cross-linguistic influence or transfer (used 

synonymously, see the chapter bellow). Newmark (1966) proposed a simple definition of 

transfer, “transfer is nothing more than falling back on a language that one already knows 

when lacking knowledge in the language that one is presently learning” (as cited in Jarvis 

& Pavlenko, 2008, p. 8). However, this definition is ambiguous and does not reveal all 

aspects of the phenomenon concerned. As Ortega (2009) admitted transfer “can be caused 

by perceived L1-L2 similarities as well as by large differences, and it goes well beyond 

strident calques and awkward transliterations from the L1” (p. 53). Additionally, Jarvis and 

Pavlenko (2008) pointed out that transfer can occur not only as a communicative strategy 

but also as a learning strategy (p. 9). However, transfer can be also unconscious. Moreover, 

crosslinguistic influence can have not only positive effects, but also negative consequences 

for L2 learning (Ortega, 2009, p. 31).  
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Odlin (1989) proposed maybe the most cited definition of transfer, "Transfer is the 

influence resulting from similarities and differences between the target language and any 

other language that has previously (and perhaps imperfectly) been acquired" (as cited in 

Kecskés, Papp, 2000, preface). Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008) confirmed that “CLI is a highly 

complex cognitive phenomenon that is often affected by language users' perception, 

conceptualizations, mental associations, and individual choices” (p. 13). According to 

Ortega, transfer can occur either consciously or at the subconscious level. As stated Odlin 

(2003), “crosslinguistic influences will always be probabilistic, and they will always be 

shaped by mutually interacting forces that come from learners’ psychological judgment of 

transferability, learners’ current proficiency level in the L2 and the nature and relative 

complexity of the given L2 subsystem at hand” (as cited in Ortega, 2009, p. 41).  

Transfer, Interference, and Cross-Linguistic Influence  

It can be noticed that there are various terms we can encounter regarding the topic 

of transfer or cross-linguistic influence in the literature. The term interference, which is the 

older term (Ortega, 2009, p. 31), “implies no more than what another term, negative 

transfer, does, but there is an advantage in using the latter term since it can be contrasted 

with positive transfer” (Odlin, 1989, p. 26). The term cross-linguistic (sometimes spelled 

crosslinguistic or cross linguistic) influence (CLI) is the newest one which is used to 

describe the phenomenon of transfer between languages (Odlin, 1989; Jarvis & Pavlenko, 

2008, p. 3). Jarvis and Pavlenko admitted that, “by the 1980s some researchers no longer 

considered the term “transfer” to be a suitable label for the phenomenon because of its 

traditional associations with the behaviorist notion of skills transfer” (p. 3). In the mid 

1980s, the term crosslinguistic influence was suggested by Kellerman and Sharwood Smith 

(1986) “as a theory-neutral term that is appropriate for referring to the full range of ways in 

which a person’s knowledge of one language can affect that person’s knowledge and use of 

another language” (as cited in Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 3). Since that time, this term has 

gained general acceptance by the researchers who investigate this phenomenon, 

nevertheless, the terms “transfer” and “interference” continue to be used synonymously 

with it (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 3). Sometimes, it is also possible to find the term cross 

language transfer (e.g. Mayer, 2010, p. 133). 

As in most literature dealing with language contact (Odlin, 1989; Ortega, 2009; 

Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008; Cenoz, Huffeisen and Jessner, 2001). the terms transfer and 
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crosslinguistic influence are used interchangeably. These two terms are also used 

synonymously in this paper. Other important terms which are connected with language 

transfer (interlanguage, transferability etc.) are explained in the related chapters.   

Types of Transfer 

There exist various types of transfer depending on from which aspect it is looked at. 

Here, the types of transfer are presented from the point of view of: its outcome, 

directionality, linguistic levels and intentionality. 

 Outcome. This is one of the most frequent division of transfer. Simply, it refers to 

its contribution (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008). First, there is positive transfer which refers to 

positive effects of cross language transfer. According to Odlin (1989), it is the “facilitating 

influence of cognate vocabulary or any other similarities between the native and target 

languages” (p. 26). It can occur in the conditions where the L1 and the L2 of a learner are 

similar which results in native like utterances (Huaxin Xu, Xiao-ming Yang, 2001, p. 21; 

Major, 2001, p. 3). It can concern the similarities in vocabulary, vowel system, writing 

system and syntactic structures which can make comprehension, reading, writing and 

acquisition of grammar easier (Odlin, 1989, p. 36). In literature, the mentions about 

positive transfer are less common than about the negative one maybe because the effects of 

positive transfer are less visible. As Ortega (2009) confirms the signs of positive transfer 

are difficult to identify as results of positive transfer and that is why the facilitative effects 

of L1 (or any other previously learnt language) knowledge can be easily ignored. 

Moreover, he states that, mainly in production, they result in successful choices “that raise 

no flags for teachers or interlocutors” (p. 42). 

Second, there is negative transfer which manifests itself as errors in production (or 

in reception). It occurs when L1 and L2 items are different (Major, 2001, p. 3). Since 

negative transfer often involves divergences from rules, it is relatively easy to be 

identified.  And these are not only production errors, as Odlin (1989) states: “There are 

other ways in which an individual’s second language performance may differ from the 

behavior of native speakers” (p. 36). As examples, we can consider stress, accent or 

misunderstanding. If we should compare the mentions of positive and negative transfer in 

the literature, as the negative effects of L1 knowledge are much more noticeable, they have 

been more often investigated (Ortega, 2009, p. 42).   
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Directionality . The transfer can be divided according to from which language and 

in which direction it takes place. The most often cited type is forward transfer, by which 

the transfer from L1 to L2 is meant (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p.12). The exact contrary of 

the type mentioned above is reverse transfer called also backward transfer. This term 

embraces the transfer from L2 to L1 (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, pp. 12, 21). In the former 

literature (e.g. Odlin, 1989, pp. 12-13), terms borrowing and substratum transfer are used 

to refer to these types of transfer. Kecskés and Papp (2002) proposed a definition, 

“Borrowing transfer refers to the influence a second language has on a previously acquired 

language, usually the mother tongue. Substratum transfer involves the effect of a source 

language (usually L1) on the acquisition of the target language” (p. xv). The next kind is 

lateral transfer, by which the cross-linguistic influence from L2 to L3 is described (Jarvis 

& Pavlenko, 2008, p.12). This is the type which concerns this paper – transfer from L2 -

English to L3 - French. As crosslinguistic influence can simultaneously work both ways, 

the last type which can be distinguished is bidirectional transfer. In this kind of transfer, as 

stated by Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008), the “two languages that language users know 

function synchronously as both source and recipient languages” (p. 22). This 

crosslinguistic influence can either refer to the cases of simultaneous forward and reverse 

transfer (i.e., L1 to L2 and L2 to L1) or synchronous bidirectional lateral transfer (e.g., L2 

to L3 and L3 to L2) (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 22). Cenoz et al. (2001) distinguish 

interlanguage transfer, by which is meant “the influence of a non-native language on 

another non-native language” (p. 43). 

Linguistic Levels. Another division can be made according to at which linguistic 

level (lexicon, phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, discourse) the transfer occurs. It 

can be found at all these levels, plus, the culture (Major, 2001, p. 2). 

Phonological transfer. Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008) defined this kind as “ways in 

which a person’s knowledge of the sound system of one language can affect that person’s 

perception and production of speech sounds in another language” (p. 62). This type of 

transfer is probably the most encountered of all in non-native speech. Certainly, the IL 

(interlanguage) users will be recognized on the basis of their ´foreign´ accents. However, 

some speakers manifest more noticeable accent than others. The reason for this fact, as 

stated by Johnson and Johnson (1999), is that they are not able “to reprogram their speech 

organs to the native-like production of the new sounds” (p. 355).   

Morphological transfer. This refers to transfer of morphological rules from one 

language to another (Odlin, 1989, p. 82; Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 92). 
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Syntactic transfer. This refers to the process by which some distinct syntactic 

properties of one language are transferred to the second one (Guido, 2008, p. 61), transfer 

of e.g. word order, negation etc.  

Orthographic transfer. This phenomenon might be referred to as writing system 

transfer. This type of transfer can affect learner's ability to read, process, and spell L2 

words (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, pp. 70-72). 

Lexical transfer. It is the influence of knowledge of words in one language on the 

knowledge and use of lexical units in another language (p. 72), more in detail, it affects 

“person's recognition, interpretation, processing, storage and production of words in 

another language” (Pavlenko, 2009, p. 99) This is the widest area of transfer and most of 

research has been made on lexical transfer. In the frame of lexical transfer, Pavlenko 

(2009) makes a difference between lexemic transfer and lemmatic transfer (p. 102). 

Ringbom refers to the lexemic transfer as to formal transfer (or morphophonological or 

formal lexical transfer) and to lemmatic transfer as to semantic transfer (or semantic 

lexical or lexicosemantic transfer) (as cited in Pavlenko, 2009, pp. 106, 113; Jarvis & 

Pavlenko, 2008, p. 75). As stated by Pavlenko (2009), “The scope of lexemic transfer 

includes both the phonological and graphemic structure of (a particular form of) a word.” It 

relates to person's knowledge of how to pronounce and spell a word (p.102). Lemmatic 

transfer relates to the semantic and syntactic properties of words. According to Pavlenko 

(2009), “The semantic properties in question are (1) mental associations between lemmas 

and concepts, which account for phenomena such as polysemy and the semantic ranges of 

words and (2) mental associations between lemmas and other lemmas, which are 

fundamental to phenomena such as synonymy, antonymy and other types of word-word 

associations” (p. 102). 

 Intentionality . This division refers to until which degree the transfer is made 

consciously or automatically. Intentional / conscious or strategic transfer refers to the 

instances of transfer which are made intentionally by the speaker to help him/herself in the 

communication. Its manifestations are called interactional strategies explained by Cenoz, 

Hufeisen and Jessner (2003) as “intentional switches into languages other than the target 

language” (p. 107). Non-intentional / unconscious / automatic transfer from one language 

to another, results in transfer lapses or non-intentional switches which are, according to 

Cenoz et al. (2003), “performance switches that take place when another language has 

erroneously been accessed” (p. 107). Unconscious or automatic transfer differs from the 

conscious or strategic transfer in the fact that many instances of transfer occur below 
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speaker’s awareness. According to Johnson and Johnson (1999), “Strategic transfer and 

automatic transfer are not meant to be discrete and disjunctive concepts. Many instances of 

transfer are less clear-cut with regard to attention and automatization” (p. 357). 

Factors Influencing Transfer 

Ortega (2009) stated that, “for transfer to occur learners have to make an 

interlingual identification” (p. 33). These interlingual identifications were defined by Odlin 

as “the judgment that something in the native language and something in the target 

language are similar” (as cited in Ortega, p. 33). According to Ortega (2009), “Interlingual 

identifications are influenced at least by three factors: (a) the nature of the specific L2 

phenomenon, (b) learners’ perceived distance between the L1 and L2 and their intuitions of 

what is transferable or not; and (c) their relative proficiency level (pp. 33 – 34). The factors 

are closely connected with transferability which is the degree to which an item is possible 

(and is perceived possible by a learner) to be transferred (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p 174; 

Johnson & Johnson, 1999, p. 355). 

Regarding the factors, the literature on language contact is not unified concerning 

the division and denomination of different factors. It is referred to various factors 

differently. Sometimes, the factors are classified as learner-based and language-based (e.g. 

Murphy, n. d.). For example, Johnson and Johnson (1999) divide the factors as linguistic 

criteria, psycholinguistic criteria and sociopsychologic criteria (pp. 355 – 356). Jarvis and 

Pavlenko (2008) present the most complex classification of factors, dividing them in seven 

categories: linguistic and psycholinguistic factors (relate to characteristics of source and 

recipient language, e.g. similarities, linguistic level); cognitive, attentional, and 

developmental factors (person’s cognitive capacities and use of cognitive resources at the 

time of learning or language use, e.g. awareness of languages); factors related to 

cumulative language experience and knowledge (effects that prior language knowledge and 

experience have on current language learning and use, e.g. age, proficiency); factors 

related to the learning environment (learning context) and factors related to language use 

(language-use context) (pp. 174-210). In the following section, the most important and 

most often mentioned factors in the literature are listed and described in more detail.  

Crosslinguistic Similarity. Referred to also as language distance, typological 

proximity or Psychotypology. This factor is often cited as being the most dominant one. It 

relates to the fact if the languages concerned are enough typologically close to each other 
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and if a learner perceives them to be close (Cenoz et al., 2001, p. 117; Ortega, 2009, p. 34).  

The topic of crosslinguistic similarity is discussed in more detail in separate chapter.  

 L2 Phenomenon. This factor is referred to as “linguistic criteria” by Johnson and 

Johnson (1999, p. 355). According to them, it “is related to the question of universality and 

typological characterization of the feature” (p. 356). This is closely connected with 

markedness, which means that the simplest and most frequent features across languages or 

"unmarked" will tend to transfer easily, whereas the most complex and rare, "marked" 

features are less likely to be transferred (Ortega, 2009, pp. 34, 37-38).  

User Proficiency. According to Johnson and Johnson (1999), “Early stages of 

language learning are more likely to lead to transfer as the L2 data available to the IL 

speaker are not fully accessible to form hypotheses about L2 rules” (p. 356) However, 

Odlin (1989) admits that some kind of negative transfer cannot take place until learners 

have reached a certain level in the language being learnt (p. 134).  

Age. According to Johnson and Johnson (1999), “adult learners rely on their prior 

experience in concept and language learning more than children” and that is why the older 

users use the transfer in their learning and production of L2 more often than the younger 

ones (p. 356). 

Linguistic Awareness. Awareness of languages is proved to play a key role in 

language performance and acquisition process. It can be acquired on its own and is often 

related to educational background. According to Illomaki (2005), “While linguistic 

awareness is mainly conscious, our mind can and often does make linguistic identifications 

also on an unconscious level” (p. 12). 

 Style of Learning. Individual styles of learning or methods of acquisition can 

promote or hinder language transfer (Cenoz et al., 2001, p. 117; Johnson & Johnson, 1999, 

p. 356). 

Different Manifestations of Transfer 

Transfer in Production 

It is one of the processes, where the transfer manifest itself. Transfer in production 

is “a procedure of activating L1 (or indeed prior L2) knowledge to accomplish a 

communicative goal” (Johnson & Johnson, 1999, p. 355). Transfer in production is mostly 

visible as negative transfer.  With transfer in production, the notion of interlanguage and 

transfer errors are closely connected. 
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Interlanguage. Interlanguage plays an important role in language transfer. Takač 

(2008) refers to interlanguage as to a language system (i.e. grammar) which is constructed 

by learners during the L2 learning. According to him, “interlanguage is a single system 

composed of hypothetical rules that have been developed through different cognitive 

strategies and are tested and modified by the learner during the process of comprehension 

and production” (p. 32). According to Field (2000), interlanguage is the combination of 

“learner’s incomplete knowledge of the L2 with assumptions based on the sounds, 

structures and cultural features of the L1" (p. 275). This usually results in hybrid structures 

that combine items of both languages (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 9). Another feature of 

interlanguage is so-called fossilization. According to Selinker, “Fossilizable linguistic 

phenomena are linguistic items, rules and subsystems which speakers of a particular NL 

(native language) will tend to keep in their IL (interlanguage) relative to a particular TL 

(target language)” (as cited in Huaxin Xu & Xiao-ming Yang, 2001, p.25). 

Errors connected with language transfer. According to Takač (2008), “Errors in 

production may be caused by the use of strategies such as language transfer, 

overgeneralisation of L2 rules or simplification” (p. 32). The errors in language production 

are viewed as indicators of development of linguistic competence. It must be emphasized 

that “errors are not considered to be an extremely negative side effect of learning, but a 

manifestation of efforts invested by the learner in organising the language input” (Takač, 

2008, p. 31). 

The transfer errors are a result of negative transfer caused by perceived similarities 

and differences between languages. Cenoz et al. (2001) suggested that, “the differences in 

error frequency are linked with a gradual progress from organisation by form to 

organisation by meaning as the learner’s L3-proficiency develops.” As the learner’s 

proficiency improves, more structured organisation of the lexicon with a larger number of 

associative links for each word is formed. First, the learner relies rather on the word forms 

associations, later, as the learning progresses, he/she will create a more organized network 

based mainly on the semantic associations. This process becomes easier with the learning 

progress (p. 65). According to Jarvis and Pavlenko, (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 75; 

Pavlenko, 2009, p. 117) we can find several types of errors resulting from lexemic / formal 

lexical transfer:   

 

1. the use of false cognates (deceptive cognates) 



 

 10 
 

2. unintentional language switches or borrowings involving the use of words from the 

wrong language – these are called substitutions by Odlin (1989, p. 37) 

3. coinage of a new word by blending the formal properties of words from different 

languages, called hybrids or blends by Cenoz et al. (2001, p. 60) and explained as 

the forms of the code-switched words adapted according to supposed L3-principles.  

 

Another type of transfer errors are errors involving lemmatic / semantic lexical 

transfer (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 75; Pavlenko, 2009, pp. 113-117). These are as 

follows: 

 

1. semantic extensions – according to Cenoz et al. (2001), these are defined as “the 

use of an authentic target-language word with a meaning that reflects influence 

from the semantic range of a corresponding word in another language”, moreover, 

“the learner assumes that what is a homonym or a polysemous word in the L3 has a 

meaning corresponding to what is most commonly the core meaning of the 

equivalent L1 word” (p. 62). 

2. calques – or literal translations (Johnson & Johnson, 1999, p. 357) are loan 

translations of compounds 

3. collocational transfer – the lemma-lemma associations which learners have in L1 

and carry them over to the corresponding lemmas in L2, (not usually treated as a 

type of transfer, it is closely related to calques) 

4. subcategorization transfer – it refers to the cases of syntactic errors where a 

headword (such as an adjective or verb) and its complement (such as a noun phrase 

or prepositional phrase)” are wrongly connected together, usually the complement 

is chosen incorrectly. It reflects “the influence of the syntactic specifications of 

headwords in one language on an L2 user’s understanding and application of the 

syntactic specifications of corresponding headwords in another language” 

(Pavlenko, 2009, p. 117) 

 

 Other types of errors are suggested by Odlin (1989, pp. 36-37) and Ortega (2009, 

pp. 39-41). They are like this: 

 

5. underproduction / underuse or avoidance – referred to as “error of omission”  by 

Ortega (2009, p. 40). It means low or no production of a target language structure. 
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When the learners perceive the target language structures being too distant of the 

structures from the source language, they may try to skip using these structures at 

all (Odlin, 1989, p. 37). 

6. overproduction / overuse – simply a consequence of underproduction 

Transfer in Reception 

This is the procedure of the reliance on L1 features when interpreting the incoming 

communication. According to Johnson and Johnson (1999), “The processing of utterances 

in this way is also known as ´interlingual inferencing´ ”(p. 355). The reliance on receptive 

transfer is obvious especially in the cases of genetically closely related languages (e.g. 

Norwegian and Danish, Polish and Slovak) where communicators can process utterances in 

the 'other' language without any prior learning and rely only on interlingual inferencing 

(Johnson & Johnson, 1999, p. 355). Ringbom (1986) found out, that at the initial stages of 

learning the L1 knowledge is used extensively which is markedly facilitating for receptive 

skills (as cited in Haastrup, 1991, p. 43). 

In reception, a transfer error which can occur is misinterpretation – according to 

Odlin (1989), the structures from the native language can influence the interpretation of the 

target language message and thus the learners can make different conclusion from what the 

target language speakers intended to communicate: “Variant interpretations can arise from 

misperceptions of target language sounds that become categorized in terms of native 

language phonology” (p. 38). Misinterpretations can also arise when native and target 

language word-order and cultural aspects differ (Odlin, 1989, p. 38). 

Transfer in Third Language Acquisition 

Transfer is not always influenced by the native language (Odlin, 1989, p. 26). 

Language transfer can occur not only from an L1 to an L2, called forward transfer, but 

also from an L2 to an L3, called lateral transfer (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 12). Cenoz et 

al. (2001) called this type of transfer interlanguage transfer – “the influence of a non-

native language on another non-native language” (p. 43). However, third language 

acquisition is mostly influenced by both L1 and L2. And it is not only L1, but all 

previously learned languages can influence the learning of a next one (Ortega, 2009, pp. 

48-49; Odlin, 1989, p. 26). However, defining the exact influences in multilingual 

situations where more languages can play a role is often hard (Odlin, 1989, p. 26). 
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According to Hammarberg (2009), “Language use involves the activation of parts 

of the person’s language competence (words, sentence structures, set phrases, phonological 

properties and so on)“ (p.8).  Green (1986) outlined the process of selection and use of the 

language in multilingual situations in more detail, he “distinguishes schematically between 

a selected language (the one currently intended for use), an active language (one which is 

simultaneously present in the speaker’s mind and can influence the performance process) 

and a dormant language (which is known to the speaker, but exerts no crosslinguistic 

influence) (as cited in Hammarberg, 2009, p. 8). The question is under which conditions 

the items from multilingual speaker’s already learned languages are activated in the 

process (Hammarberg, 2009, p. 8). 

Concerning the third language learners, they are experienced learners, and as well 

as bilinguals, multilingual individuals present a different type of competence as compared 

to that of monolinguals (Grosjean, 1992, Coo, 1995, Jessner, 1999 as cited in Cenoz et al., 

2001, p. 1). As stated Cenoz et al. (2001), “Second language learners have two systems 

that can potentially influence each other (L1↔L2)” (p. 2). (Second language acquisition 

research has mainly been concerned with the transfer from the L1 to the L2, the transfer 

from L2 to L1 has not been much investigated). In the third language acquisition, two other 

bi-directional relationships can take place: “the L3 can influence the L1 and be influenced 

by the L1 (L1↔L3) and cross-linguistic influence can also take place between the L2 and 

the L3 (L2↔L3)“ (p. 2). The focus of the upcoming section is mainly on L2 to L3 transfer, 

as the subject of this paper is the transfer of English as L2 to French as L3.  

Factors Influencing Transfer in L3 Acquisition 

The factor which influences the transfer in L3 acquisition and their effect is the 

topic which is most frequently investigated by the researchers. There has been proposed a 

range of factors that condition the L2’s influence on L3. Many studies cite the influence of 

typological similarity of languages as one of the strongest one. Other factors include L2 

proficiency if L2 has been acquired and used in natural situations, etc. (Cenoz et al., 2001, 

p. 22-23; Hammarberg, 2009, pp. 18-19). 

 

Degree of similarity. Which language becomes the source for transfer seems not to 

be random. L2 is regarded as having stronger influence on the acquisition of L3 if it is 

closer to L3 than if it is more distant (Ortega, 2009, p. 48; Hammarberg, 2009, p. 18). 
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Moreover, if L2 is typologically more similar to L3 than is L1, the relative role of L2 tends 

to be stronger (Cenoz et al., 2001, p. 22). This factor could be considered as composed of 

two fields: 

Linguistic typology of the languages. For a learner, it is easier to recognize similar 

forms and structures across two languages when they are typologically close. However, 

according to Şimşek (2006), “when they are typologically remote languages then learners 

are not able to make the necessary tie-ups between the languages” (p. 52). This confirms 

Ringbom (2007) too: “Learners rely on their knowledge of an L2 (second language) related 

to the TL much more than on their unrelated L1” (p.6). However, Kellerman (1992) 

proposes that similar linguistic typology itself is not an adequate condition for the cross-

linguistic influence and that “not everything that looks transferable is transferable” 

(Kellerman, 1992, p. 113 as cited in Şimşek, 2006, p. 53), and he mentions 

Psychotypology. 

Psychotypology. This can be defined as learner's own perception of language 

distance or closeness between the languages concerned (Kellerman, 1992, as cited in 

Şimşek, 2006, p. 53). Cenoz et al. (2001) pointed out that “Languages perceived to be 

similar (roughly = related) to the target language naturally provide many more reference 

points for the learner than do wholly unrelated languages” (p. 65). One of the important 

features is the degree of markedness, according to Şimşek (2006), “learners do not transfer 

the structures that they find marked or language specific but prefer transferring the 

structures that are more frequent, regular and semantically and structurally clear” (p. 53). 

Şimşek (2006) affirmed that Cenoz in his studies revealed that “the notion of 

psychotypology and the perception of transferability can be more important than the 

objective linguistic distance” (p. 53).  

Chumbow (1981) remarked that it is not only similarity of languages which is 

concerned, but also the cultural factors which are connected with the languages in question 

can also play their role (as cited in Cenoz et al., 2001, p. 22). 

Level of competence in L2. The larger and more recent the knowledge of L2 is, 

the greater influence it has on the acquisition of an L3 (Hammarberg, 2009, p. 18). 

According to Cenoz et al. (2001), only advanced learners of L2 will be able to make use of 

such L2-based strategies which are normally borrowed only from L1 (p. 62). 

Natural setting for L2, and automatised skills in L2. L2 influence is favoured if 

it has been acquired in a natural environment rather than in a foreign language learning 
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class (Hammarberg, 2009, p. 18). According to  Hammarberg (2009), “The automatised 

use of L2 is identified as a furthering factor” (p. 18).   

Type of language phenomenon. The amount of transfer depends on the linguistic 

phenomenon which is concerned. Grammatical and phonological influences tend to be 

more common from L1 than from L2 (Hammarberg, 2009, p. 19). 

Number of acquired languages. General evidence confirms that knowledge of two 

or several languages can accelerate the learning of a new one. As Ortega (2009) specified, 

“Even in the case of unrelated multiple languages, moreover, already knowing several 

languages can give an overall advantage, simply because better vocabulary learning 

strategies have already been developed by the time the L3 is being learned”(p. 48). 

Order of acquisition / recency. The order in which the languages have been 

learned may play a role, thus perhaps the language learned most recently shows a stronger 

influence than the language learned previously. What is more, if the learner has used it 

recently, it is activated more easily, because he/she maintained easy access to it (Cenoz et 

al., 2001, p. 23).  

Oral versus written production. As in speech situations the control of the 

language produced is limited, the cross-linguistic influence is more likely to occur in 

speaking rather than in writing (Stedje, 1977; Ringbom, 1987, as cited in Hammarberg, 

2009, p. 19).  

Age. According to Şimşek (2006), the older children are in advantage as compared 

to younger children because of their cognitive and metalinguistic development which helps 

them better perceive the linguistic distance between languages and choose the one which is 

closer and which they are more familiar with. Additionally, younger children firstly relate 

to their mother language because most of the time, they are at home with their mothers (p. 

55). 

Other factors. Another point which counts for choosing L2 as the source language 

for transfer to L3 is that the users of a foreign language do not want to sound as if they are 

speaking their native language. They like the “foreign-ness” of the words” (Şimşek, 2006, 

p. 57). Their native language seems to them not sufficiently 'foreign' and that's why they 

use rather 'foreign' L2 (Cenoz et al., 2001, pp. 23, 56). According to Ortega (2009), 

“perhaps the L3 is affected by the L2 more, other things being equal, because both conjure 

the same psychological mode of ‘talking foreign’, as Selinker and Baumgartner-Cohen 

(1995) call it” (p. 50). As stated Cenoz et al. (2001), “The possible association in the 

multilingual mind of the 'foreign-ness' of words, and the impact of such association in 
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interlanguage production may be a plausible explanation for some sorts of interlanguage 

transfer” (p. 56). 

Among other factors the stage of L3-learning could be cited. As Cenoz et al. (2001) 

mentioned, “the influence of L2 on the learning of a related L3 is strong at the earliest 

stages of learning, but diminishes as learning progresses” (p. 62). On the other hand, 

sometimes at the earliest stages the learners may perceive their competence to be too low 

to risk trying to incorporate any previous linguistic knowledge in the target language, 

whatever the languages are close or distant (pp. 56, 65).    

Croosslinguistic Influence in Different Linguistic Fields 

Phonology. Regarding phonology, practically all learners, even advanced learners 

keep their foreign, L1-based accent, at least in their intonation. L2-based transfer seems to 

be very rare in this situation (Cenoz et al., 2001, p. 59). Şimşek (2006) argues that it may 

be because “It is not easy to change firmly established native pronunciation and intonation 

systems” (p. 60). However, if the learner has recently been exposed for a long time to L2 

environment, it is possible that some occasional L2 features in L3 phonology can occur 

(Stedje, 1977; Voorwinde, 1981; Hammarberg & Williams, 1993, as cited in Cenoz et al., 

2001, p. 59). It is also proved, that “High level of proficiency in L2 and conscious effort 

may change the direction of phonological transfer” (Ringbom, 1987; Voorwinde, 1981, as 

cited in Şimşek 2006, p. 60).  

Grammar. The frequency of L2-based errors in L3 acquisition was found to be 

relatively rare. In this field, the extent of L2-transfer depends on the L2 exposure and L2 

proficiency; that means the higher proficiency and more extensive exposure the larger 

possibility of the transfer to L3 (Stedje, 1977; Williams & Hammarberg, 1998, as cited in 

Cenoz et al., 2001, pp. 59, 62). Both phonological and grammatical transfer from L2 to L3 

depend on the psychotypological relation between these languages (Cenoz et al., 2001, p. 

59). 

Lexis. The area of lexis is the area where the psychotypological factors, i.e. 

perceived similarities, play the greater role than in other fields. If the L2 and L3 are similar 

and have an amount of common cognates, L3-learners will at beginning stages of their 

learning make often use of L2-words in their L3-production. When the languages 

concerned are similar, this type of transfer can be also found by the learners who have had 

little exposure to or have a limited proficiency in L2 (Cenoz et al., 2001, p. 60). Regarding 
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the lexical transfer, Cenoz et al. (2001), and Ringbom distinguish the transfer of form and 

the transfer of meaning (Cenoz et al., 2001, p. 60; Ringbom as cited in Sinsek, 2006)  

Transfer of form. Here, the linguistic form of the word plays a major role – the 

learner is influenced by the word which is formally similar and therefore it is activated. 

The transfer of form manifests itself in learner’s code-switching resulting in the use of 

deceptive cognates, complete language switches or hybrids and blends, not existing in L3. 

(Cenoz et al., 2001, p. 60). This type of transfer occurs especially when the languages are 

close and share many cognates: some of them may be false, but many helpful.  

Transfer of meaning. Meaning-based transfer comes almost always from L1 

because considerable fluency and automatization in the language from which transfer takes 

place is needed (Şimşek, 2006, p. 60). Thus, calques and semantic extensions usually occur 

just from L1 (Cenoz et al., 2001, p. 61). However, when a learner is very proficient in his 

L2 and starts learning an L3 and is exposed to L2 around him, we can expect to find not 

only formally based L2-transfer, but also the semantic one (p. 63). According to Ellis (e.g. 

1994, 1997) “learning the semantic aspects of words is more demanding of intellectual 

capacity than learning the forms of words” (as cited in Cenoz, et al., 2001, p. 63). 

According to Ellis, to acquire the semantic features of words involves conscious, explicit 

learning, whereas, to learn the formal features requires only implicit and unconscious 

learning (as cited in Cenoz, et al., 2001, p. 63). Singleton (1999) added that the formal 

aspects of learning a new word may be in the first place at the initial stages of learning but 

that, after an initial concentration on form, the more challenging task for the learner is to 

acquire the word’s meaning and use (as cited in Cenoz et al., 2001, pp. 63, 65). 

Transfer as a Communication and Learning Strategy 

When a speaker is missing some information concerning language, it may open a 

potential gap. When speakers can not recall a lexical item because of their lack of 

knowledge, they have to compensate it with other linguistic information that is available 

for them. Sometimes, speakers may consciously help themselves and compensate their 

weak knowledge by using lexical items from other languages. Language learners are 

usually familiar with such compensatory strategies which are often, but not always a useful 

way how to cope with lack of knowledge in the target language (Cenoz et al., 2001, pp. 50-

51).  
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Transfer as a learning strategy could be defined as “using previous linguistic 

knowledge or prior skills to assist comprehension or production” (O’Malley & Chamot, 

1990, p. 120). For transfer as a learning procedure, the central thing are inferencing 

processes, where the learner uses the knowledge of L1 to form hypotheses about the rules 

of L2 (Johnson & Johnson, 1999, p. 355). Foerch (19891) proposed that lexical inferencing 

works on the basis of conversion rules whose function is to “establish a link between the 

perceived word forms and a lexical entry in the learner’s L1 lexicon, whereby the meaning 

potential of the L1 form becomes activated for utilization” (as cited in Haastrup, 1991, p. 

52). Learners have to learn formal as well as semantic conversion rules (Faerch, 1981 as 

cited in Haastrup, 1991, p. 53). However, when there is no concordance between the two 

languages, the learners may apply fundamental universal properties of language, such as 

that of canonical word order (Gass, 1989 as cited in Gass, 2006, p. 259). The process may 

result either in positive or negative transfer. Though, according to Krashen (1938) the use 

of an L1 is only a production strategy, which does not show any progress and is no help for 

actual acquisition of a language (as cited in Odlin, 1989, p. 26).  

Cross-Linguistic Similarity 

As stated Ringbom (2007, p. 5), any learning is based on our previous knowledge 

with which we try to connect the new element. According to him, “the natural procedure in 

learning something new is to establish a relation between a new proposition or task and 

what already exists in the mind (p. 9). This fact is closely related to language transfer. If 

we learn a language which is close to our L1, our prior knowledge can be really useful 

(Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 176). As noted Ringbom (2007), “the use of cross-linguistic 

similarities, i.e. transfer, is an integral part how people learn languages (p. 6). 

Linguistic Typology and Perceived Language Distance 

Thus, linguistic typology or language closeness is one of the most important factors 

influencing language transfer - „one that determines the choice of a specific language as 

the source language of influence“ (Cenoz & Jessner, 2000, p. 50).  When the languages are 

typologically related, they have many relevant cognates, that is, words which share the 

common origin, and that is why they have similar form and meaning in the two related 

languages (Ortega, 2009, p. 48). However, we have to distinguish between an objective 

and subjective language similarity (Ringbom, 2007, p. 7). The first one refers to linguistic 
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typology and how close the languages actually are. The closer the languages are to each 

other, the greater possibility of the transfer to occur. Cenoz and Jessner (2000) give an 

example with learners of English and French whose native language is a non-Indo-

European language who use as their source language for the transfer rather other Indo-

European languages they know than their first language (Ahukanna et al, 1981; Bartelt, 

1989; Ringbom, 1987; Singh & Carroll, 1979 as cited in Cenoz & Jessner, p. 50). The 

second notion refers to psychotypology which can be explained as learner’s perception of 

the languages in question to be related. As noted by Kellermann (1983), “Learners’ 

perception of language distance, which may trigger or constrain language transfer, may not 

necessarily correspond to the actual distance between languages” (as cited in Cenoz et al., 

2001, p. 55). 

Cenoz et al. (2001) mentioned that it is mainly the phonologically and semantically 

similar items which govern the selection of non-target lexical items or morphemes. Dell 

(1995) assumes that “words that are phonologically and semantically similar may be 

activated in the lexical retrieval process” (as cited in Cenoz et al., p. 51). Cenoz et al. 

(2001) added that “such activation creates the necessary condition for a non-target 

component to compete for selection during on line processing” and extended this idea in 

the sense that phonologically and semantically similar words can also be activated across 

language systems and agree that formal similarity appears to be such a constant factor in 

interlanguage influence (p. 51). 

Cross-Linguistic Similarity and Learning 

To summarize what was already said above, “the similarity relation means that an 

item or pattern in the TL [target language] is perceived as formally and/or functionally 

similar to a form or pattern in L1 or some other language known to the learner” (Ringbom, 

2007, p. 9). Regarding the learning process, the forms and structures of TL which are 

similar to L1 or another known language will be learned with facility in the sense that they 

will be easily associated with already learned forms and structures and will quickly be 

integrated into one’s interlanguage system (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 177). The learners 

look for the language similarities (and not the differences) which are really important in 

language learning (Ringbom, 2007, p. 5; Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 11). As it has already 

been mentioned earlier, the process of recognizing the similarities between language items 

and creating mental associations between structures in the two languages is called 
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interlingual identification (Odlin, 1989; Weinrich, 1953 as cited in Ortega, 2009 and Jarvis 

& Pavlenko, 2008).   

If there are similarities in the field of vocabulary, the development of reading 

comprehension can be accelerated. Similarities in the vowel systems can facilitate the 

identification of vowel sounds. The similarity of writings systems is an advantage in 

reading and writing in the target language. When the syntax of languages concerned is 

similar, the acquisition of articles, word order and other grammatical rules tends to be 

easier (Odlin, 1989, p. 36). 

However, as they are not always true equivalents, the similarities can be sometimes 

misleading, which can bring learning difficulties (Ortega, 2009). This is confirmed by 

Eckman (as cited in Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008) too. The associations that learners make are 

often not true cognates, so the acquisition of the target structure can be obstructed (p. 177). 

The absolute cross-linguistic similarity of both form and function is very rare, except for 

very closely related languages such as Swedish and Norwegian or Czech and Slovak, 

which in principle are mutually comprehensible (Ringbom, 2007, p. 10). Regarding the 

English and French language, Ringbom (2007) stated that “Germanic and Romance 

languages do not generally stand in either a similarity or a zero relation to each other” (p. 

10).  

Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008) noted that “differences between the source and recipient 

languages do not necessarily lead to learning difficulties or to CLI. Instead, easily 

perceivable differences often make target-language structures easier to acquire” (p. 11). 

The transfer occurs even between languages which are quite different: however, the 

transfer is highest when the source and target language are perceived to be very similar by 

the user (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008, p. 176).  As stated by Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008) 

“positive transfer occurs when assumed similarities are compatible with objective 

similarities, whereas negative transfer occurs when assumed similarities conflict with 

objective differences“ (p. 182). 

Language Typology of English and French 

To look closer at the two languages in question and review some basic facts about 

English and French, and realize the similarities and differences, a brief description of these 

two languages follows. 
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English Language 

English belongs to Indo-European Germanic languages. It was strongly influenced 

by French language at the time of Norman invasion of Britain in the 11th century. That is 

why the two languages contain many cognates and share many grammatical features 

(Shoebottom, n.d.). 

English alphabet contains 26 letters of the Roman alphabet, singly or in 

combination. There are many phonemes which have various graphic representations and 

conversely, many graphemes can represent more than just one sound. (Brown & Ogilvie, 

2008, p. 327) From the frequent lack of correspondence between the pronunciation of 

English words and their spelling, spelling errors may result (Shoebottom, n.d.). 

According to Brown and Ogilvie (2008), English as well as French share a common 

feature which is that “there is a directionality that favors readers over writers: one’s chance 

of guessing how to pronounce a written word is considerably better than one’s chance of 

guessing how to spell a spoken form” (p. 328). The extent of the orthographic irregularity 

is sometimes exaggerated, because a big amount of English spelling can be shown to be 

rule-bound. However, the pronunciation rules are complex and a big deal of the most 

common words are highly irregular and have to be learnt by heart (Brown & Ogilvie, 2008, 

p. 328). 

Stress in English is realized as a combination of pitch, loudness, and lengthening 

(Brown & Ogilvie, 2008, p. 328). The stress pattern of English words is unpredictable: it is 

lexically determined, but cannot be predicted from the form of a word (Brown & Ogilvie, 

2008, p. 328). It concerns particularly the cognates with French (Shoebottom, n.d.). 

However, initial word stress is the most frequent one (Shoebottom, n.d.). 

In 1066, the Norman Conquest brought the French language to England. The 

French language became the language of English nobility for about two hundred years. It 

resulted in great impact upon English. The English language was enriched by thousands of 

new words mainly from the fields of government, religion, law food, art, literature, 

medicine, and many others:  

The infusion of French words produced numerous synonyms (English shut, French 

close; English answer, French reply; English smell, French odor; English yearly, 

French annual), as well as many other  pairs of words offering subtle distinctions of 

meaning (ask/demand, room/chamber, wish/desire, might/power). It is interesting 

to note that, while the names of meat-producing animas such as ox, cow, calf, 
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sheep, swine, and deer are English, the words for the meats derived from them 

(beef, veal, mutton, pork, bacon, venison) are all French. (Katzner, 2002, pp. 41-42) 

French Language 

French belongs to Indo-European languages and is part of the Romance family 

(Shoebottom, n.d.). The French alphabet contains the same letters as the English one, but 

the letter w appears only in foreign words (Katzner, 2002, p. 49). In addition, it contains 

letters with diacritics: é (acute accent), è, à, ù (grave accent), ç (cedilla), â, ê, î, ô, û 

(circumflex), ë, ï, ü (diaresis) (Katzner, 2002; Shoebottom, n.d.). 

Spelling in French is far from phonographic (Brown & Ogilvie, 2008, p. 428). As 

Kratzner (2002) adds: “French spelling generally reflects the language as it was spoken 

four or five centuries ago and is therefore a poor guide to modern pronunciation. Silent 

letters abound, especially at the ends of words (…), but a normally silent final consonant is 

often sounded when it is followed by a word that begins with a vowel”. This process is 

known as liaison, and it means that the consonant at the end of the end of one word 

becomes part of the first syllable of the following word (p. 49). Even if there are consistent 

rules for the pronunciation in French, reproducing the actual sounds of the language is 

difficult and a good “French accent” is often not easily acquired (Shoebottom, n.d.). 

French word stress is regular. 

As these are the two major languages of the Western world, French and English 

have naturally given many words to each other. The enormous impact on the English 

language of Norman French has already been discussed. Katzner (2002) indicates more 

recent French contributions to English where the French pronunciation retained as closely 

as possible, these expressions include: “hors d’oeuvre, à la carte, table d’hôte, en route, 

rendezvous, carte blanche, savoir-faire, faux pas, fait accompli, par excellence, bon vivant, 

joie de vivre, raison d’etre, coup d’état, nouveau riche, esprit de corps, laissez faire, 

chargé d’affaires, pièce de résistance, and R.S.V.P.” (p. 49). 

Comparison of Basic Grammatical Items in English and French 

 Regarding the grammatical rules, English and French share some common features 

as e.g. articles which show some similarities as well as differences. The table bellow 

presents the basic grammatical items which can be found in English and French and 

indicates the grammatical rule for each item in each language. The shared similarities are 
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underlined. This is only a basic comparison of the most common grammatical features. For 

detailed insight, an in-depth contrastive analysis would be necessary.  

         

 English French 

Grammatical person three persons three persons 

Number 
singular + plural + 

uncountable nouns 
singular + plural 

Gender masculine, feminine, neuter masculine, feminine 

Articles 
definite and indefinite which 

agree in number 

definite and indefinite which 

agree in number and gender + 

partitive article 

Agreement of adjectives no in gender, number  

Agreement of possessives 

in person, gender of 

possessing person (only 3rd 

person singular) 

in person, gender of 

possessed subject, number 

Conjugation of verbs only for third person singular for each grammatical person 

Negation 
(auxiliary do/be) + not; or 

negative pronoun/adverb 

two parts: ne + pas or 

+negative adverb/pronoun 

Questions auxiliary do 
est-ce que; or inversion or 

intonation 

Word order S-V-O S-V-O 

Simple present I go. Je vais. 

Simple past I went. Je suis allé. / J’allais. 

Simple future I will go. J’irai. / Je vais aller. 

Progressive present I am going.  Je suis en train d’aller. 

Progressive past I was going.  x – (J’allais. ?) 

Perfect simple  I have gone. x – (Je suis allé. ?) 

Perfect past I had gone. J’étais allé. 

Perfect future I will have gone. Je serai allé. 

Perfect progressive 

present 
I have been going. x 

Perfect progressive past I had been going. x 

Perfect progressive future I will have been going.  x 

(Lawless, n.d.; Shoebottom, n.d.; Vondráček, 2001) 
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Lawless (n.d.) proposes a spelling guide for English and French orthography. At the 

website dedicated for English-speaking people willing to study French, she proposes 

English orthographic equivalents for corresponding French suffixes in the form of the table 

bellow. This can be a useful guide for spelling, however, we have take into account a 

number of exceptions.  

 

SUFFIXES 

French English French ex.  English  

-ain(e) 
-en(ne) 

-an 
Américain(e) 
Canadien  

American 
Canadian  

-ais(e) 
-ois(e) 

-ese 
Japonais(e) 
Chinois(e) 

Japanese 
Chinese 

-ance 
-ence 

-ence 
dépendance 
violence 

dependence 
violence 

-ant 
-ent 

-ent 
dépendant 
apparent 

dependent 
apparent 

en + -ant  -ing 
en étudiant 
en lisant 

studying 
reading 

-çon 
-sson  
-shion 
-son 

leçon 
façon 
maçon 

lesson 
fashion 
mason 

-é(e) 
-i(e) 
-u(e) 

-ed 
-t [b] 

épelé 
fini 
répondu 

spelled/spelt 
finished 
responded 

-é 
-e 
-i 

-y 
qualité 
gloire 
parti 

quality 
glory 
party 

-el(le) -al 
personnel 
éternel 

personal 
eternal 

-er 
-ir 
-re 

to + verb 
épeler 
finir 
défendre 

to spell 
to finish 
to defend 

-eur 
-or [a] 
-our [b] 
-er 

auteur 
couleur 
employeur 

author 
color/colour 
employer 

-eux/euse -ous 
joyeux 
nerveux 

joyous 
nervous 

-if /ive -ive positif positive 
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motif motive 

-ique 
-ic 
-ical 

musique 
logique 

music 
logical 

-iser 
-ize [a] 
-ise [b] 

idéaliser 
formaliser 

-isation 
-ization [a] 
-isation [b] 

réalisation 
autorisation 

-iste 
-ist 
-istic 

optimiste 
matérialiste 

-ment -ly 
évidemment 
rapidement 

evidently 
rapidly 

-oire -ory 
gloire 
mémoire 

glory 
memory 

-re 
-er [a] 
-re [b] 

mètre 
théâtre 

-tion -tion 
ration 
qualification 

é- s- 
état 
étudier 

state 
study 

^  _s 
forêt 
hôpital 

forest 
hospital 

Symbol key: 

(x)  Indicate the extra letter(s) needed for the feminine form of the French suffix. 
/xx  Indicates the different suffix for the feminine noun or adjective. 
[a]  Applies mainly to American English. 
[b]  Applies to British English. 

English and French Cognates 

Although French is a Latin language with German and English influence and 

English is a Germanic language with Latin and French influence, they both share 

thousands of cognates (words which look similar and/or are pronounced similarly). These 

can be divided in true cognates (similar meaning in the two languages), false cognates 

(different meanings) and semi-false cognates which have some similar and some different 

meanings. Bellow, some true and some false cognates are presented (Lawless, n.d.). 

 

False cognates. 

English French  
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actually actuellement (at present, currently, nowadays) 

cave  cave (cellar) 

chef  chef (leader, boss) 

gentle  gentil (kind, good, pleasant) 

herb  herbe (grass) 

ignore  ignorer (not to know) 

journey journée (day) 

library  librairie (bookshop) 

lecture  lecture (reading) 

location location (renting, hiring, lease, reservation) 

money  monnaie (currency, coin, change) 

phrase  phrase (sentence) 

pass an exam passer un examen (to take/sit an exam) 

press  presser (to hurry, be urgent)  

raisin  raisin (grape) 

rest  rester (stay) 

travel  travailler (to work) 

 

True cognates. These are some true cognates : absent, badminton, ballet, barbecue, 

base, budget, capable, cause, danger, direction, distance, fruit, guide, hamster, horrible, 

important, magazine, message, nation, occasion, opinion, parent, possible, question, rat, 

science, sculpture, simple, ski, surface, surprise, tension, torture, urgent, usage, vague, 

village, violent, volume 

Implications for L3 Teaching 

 It is very unrealistic for language teachers to think that the learners will keep their 

individual languages separately and thus avoid code switching and code mixing. More to 

the contrary, they have to expect major or minor influences of one language over another. 

And it does not have to be negative influence all the time as it has been illustrated in 

previous sections. 

 However, there does not exist much advice of how to make the use of positive 

transfer in the lessons and how to avoid the negative one. Odlin (1989) explained this fact 

by pointing out that not much of the possible advice has been tested (p. 157). He added that 
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there is still some uncertainty about many issues related to cross-linguistic influence and 

that “it is undeniably true that researchers are far from able to predict with full accuracy 

when transfer will occur” (p. 64), (even if it is known which factors influence the transfer, 

see the previous sections). Though, even if transfer is not completely understood, it is an 

important factor in acquisition (Odlin, 1989, p. 157). However, in some more recent 

literature, the research concentrates on this topic described by Knapp and Seidlhofer 

(2009) as “how instruction and learning process of an L3 can be made more efficient and 

effective by dealing with the topic of learners' knowledge of their other languages as part 

of the curriculum” (p. 119). 

General Ideas 

  Some general notes about implications can be found in Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008). 

They suggest four topics which have to be considered regarding the implications for 

teaching: (a) awareness-raising, (b) language use, (c) crosslinguistic comparisons and (d) 

distributed learning (p. 217).  

  As for the first point, they suggest that pre-service and service teachers should 

obtain better understanding of CLI phenomena and of its contributions to explicit and 

implicit memory. In other words, they need to be explained “why students who do well on 

fill-in-the-blank tasks (which allow them to draw on definitions stored in explicit memory) 

cannot necessarily use the concepts in question appropriately in spontaneous production 

(which requires retrieval from implicit memory)” (p. 217).  

 Regarding the language use, they discuss the use of L1 and L2 as a classroom 

language. The common assumption that in foreign language classroom, the use of the L1 

should not be allowed so that the students’ learning to think and speak in the L2 is 

promoted was challenged notably by Cook (2001).  Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008) observed 

that, “This assumption is incompatible with the findings of CLI research that show very 

clearly that a dominant L1 cannot be simply "turned off" for 50 minutes a day, rather it 

continues to mediate linguistic and cognitive activities in the classroom” (p. 217). 

Therefore, Cook (2001) argued that teachers should not see the L1 as “the enemy” of the 

L2. More on the contrary, they should elicit its assistance (as cited in Jarvis & Pavlenko, 

2008, p. 217). Consequently, it could be assumed that the relation between L2 and L3 

could work in the same way. Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008) suggested that one of the primary 

purposes of L1 use in the FL classroom “is to facilitate positive transfer and the 
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internalization of new concepts and to raise awareness of negative transfer through 

crosslinguistic comparisons. According to them, this will facilitate concept internalization 

and raise students' intercultural competence (p. 218).  

The crosslinguistic comparisons are regarded as highly profitable: however, this 

suggestion is sometimes criticized as emphasizing the product over process because 

“comparisons of languages focus more on static forms and functions in two languages than 

on the way people learn a second language” (Odlin, 1989, p. 161). It is without question 

that teachers must be concerned not only with forms and functions but they also have to 

pay attention to the learning process (Odlin, 1989, p. 161). 

The last point is the continuous recycling and distributed learning. Jarvis and 

Pavlenko (2008) argue that concept internalization is a long and difficult process. They 

suggest making this process easier and effective by giving students multiple opportunities 

to return to conceptually difficult issues, in different formats, throughout the years of 

learning. According to them, the textbooks informed by up-to-date research on CLI of the 

language concerned should contain multiple units dealing with lexical and grammatical 

areas regarded particularly difficult for acquisition (p. 218). 

Practical Tips 

  Knapp and Seidlhoffer (2009) introduce some practical general suggestions for L3 

teachers (pp. 125 – 126): 

• Students can be taught how to read and decode texts by systematically referring 

back and forth to their whole language repertoire in order to compare and make 

guesses about next language content.  

• They can be taught how to develop sensitivity for the similarities between their new 

and previous languages and how to establish for themselves a multilingual mode of 

thinking.  

• They should be encouraged to take advantage of this kind of multilingual mind and 

discover their individual learner style and guide the organization of their learning 

process in the direction of maximal benefit (for example, the creation of systematic 

vocabulary, grammar, etc. tables if they have a cognitive approach to learning).  

• Some applied multilingual language tools might include creating a personal 

vocabulary notebook or a foreign language portfolio containing words and phrases 

from all the languages the individual learner knows.  
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• Previously learned languages can be used within the classroom by teachers and 

students alike as bridge languages. Their recognition as useful pedagogical tools 

will naturally ease the new language learning process.  

• Both students and teachers need know that the benefits of such a multilingual 

approach in the classroom will prevail any ‘danger’ (i.e. interference). 

Content and Language Integrated Learning  

 One very interesting suggestion about teaching L3 with the help of L2 can be found 

in the paper of Bastürk and Gulmez (2011): using CLIL (Content and Language Integrated 

Learning) for teaching a foreign language. As the term suggest, in this type of learning, the 

subject and the language are taught at the same time. The content is taught in the intended 

foreign language. Bastürk and Gulmez suggested this idea for teaching two foreign 

languages, one (the new foreign language) would be the content and the second one (the 

already known foreign language) would be the language of instruction. They suggested this 

idea at the departments of French and German at the Balikesir University of Turkey. They 

suppose that all the students coming to this university already know English language, 

which, as they suggest, could be a perfect language of instruction for teaching French or 

German, as English is far more closer to French or German than the Turkish language is (p. 

18). As for the shortcomings of this method, they mention the teachers’ education - it is 

difficult to find teachers who know enough English to find similarities between 

English/French and English/German to use them in teaching. As advantages they suggest 

that “the learners can be culturally integrated with both languages and have the opportunity 

to compare and learn better foreign culture and their own cultures alike as long as the 

sources of languages involved are bilingual and the teacher is capable of teaching both” (p. 

19). They add that “due to the similarities of the languages concerned, the students are 

easily motivated, learn quicker and better, practice more and interact with other students” 

(p. 19). 

Recent Projects 

  Knapp and Seidlhofer (2009) also mention several recent projects which try to 

develop and teach specific learning strategies where the L3 learning takes place in the 

background of completed or ongoing L2 learning process (p. 119). They mention EuroCom 

– European Intercomprehension project. It is based on the idea of etymological similarities 
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between languages of the same family which can be used as a tool for learning another 

language of the same family (e.g. Romance languages). It is based on seven linguistic 

techniques which compare the languages in question. This type of learning emphasizes 

receptive learning. It was found that students were able to learn several languages at the 

same time (p. 119). Then there is DaFnE (Deutsch als Fremdsprache nach English) 

project. This project concentrates on learning German as L3 after learning English as L2 

which is very common order of learning foreign languages all over the world. It is based 

mainly on the idea of teaching German on the already acquired knowledge of English and 

its rules (pp. 119 – 120). It actually uses the idea of CLIL in this specific context. Last, 

they mention EaG (L3 English after L2 German) project. It combines the concepts of 

EuroCom and DaFnE and introduces L2 German as a bridge language to facilitate the 

development of receptive competencies in English as the L3 (p. 120).  

 

This chapter provides an insight in different types of transfer, the factors which 

condition its occurrence and the specificity of transfer in L3 acquisition. As one of the 

most important factors influencing the rise of transfer in L3 appeared to be the similarity 

between languages, the brief comparison of English and French followed. The Theoretical 

Background part finishes with some suggestions for L3 teaching while taking into account 

the language transfer. As the cross-linguistic similarity revealed to be the key factor, it is 

investigated in the research part of this thesis, where the selected vocabulary items of 

French are compared to its English equivalents. The aim is to found out the proportion of 

similarity and to deduce the potential implications for language transfer occurrence. The 

procedure of comparison of vocabulary items as well as the method of their division into 

different categories is described in the following chapter Methodology Research.   
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III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

As shown in the theoretical background, similarities between languages are one of 

the crucial issues in transfer to occur and also in the process of learning languages. The 

question to be researched is how many similarities to English there are in the beginner’s 

French as FL textbooks. This chapter describes the research methodology used to 

investigate French vocabulary in three beginner’s French textbooks in the respect of their 

similarity to their English translation equivalents.   

Textbooks 

Three textbooks for beginners which are used for teaching French to teenage 

learners at schools in Plzen were chosen for the research. The brief description of them 

follows.  

Le français entre nous 1. This is the first volume from the total of two textbooks 

of this series. In the subtitle, it has “French as a second foreign language”. It claims to 

cover the level A1 according to CEFR (the two books together). It is designated for higher 

grades (13 – 14 year-old learners) of primary schools or to corresponding grades at 

grammar schools. It was written by a Czech-French team of four authors and it was 

published by Fraus in 2009. The total of 474 words given in the dictionary section of the 

book were analyzed.  

Extra! 1. This edition comprises the total of three books. The first volume covers 

more than first half of the level A1 according to CEFR. It is dedicated to 12-year and older 

adolescents. It is designed for 60 – 70 lessons. It was published by Hachette in 2002, the 

author is French Fabienne Gallon. The total of 404 words were analyzed from this book. 

Connexions 1. This is the first part of total of 3 volumes. It is designated for older 

adolescents. It should prepare the learners for level A1 of CEFR. It is designed for 100 – 

120 lessons. It was written by French Mérieux and Loiseau and published by Didier in 

2004. The total of 814 vocabulary items from this book were analyzed. Compared to the 

previous textbooks, this one is the double regarding the volume.  
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Method 

The vocabulary items included at the back of each of the three books were selected. 

Consequently, every French vocabulary item was one by one compared to its English 

equivalent and marked according to the categories given below. There was made no 

distinction between British or American English (as the children at school usually learn the 

British version of English with the additional American equivalents). According to the fact 

the word was similar or “not similar” in the form and “same” or different in pronunciation 

to English equivalents, it was classified in one of the categories mentioned further. It is 

important to note, that the analysis concentrated on and emphasized the similarities and not 

the differences between French and English. However, it was not always easy to decide on 

the similarity of a given word. The following definition of particular categories was 

followed during the decision-making process.  

Categories 

In the vocabulary analysis process, each French vocabulary item was coded 

according to their similarity with English. Six different categories were used for this 

process. It is important to note that in the following classification, “similar” to or 

“identical” refer to the comparison to the English translation equivalents.  

Similar . The word form is similar, it is evident that the spelling is similar or the 

root of the word is similar. The search for the similarities was favoured. When the decision 

of similarity or non-similarity was difficult to make, an auxiliary criterion was added: the 

word was judged as similar if the word’s similarity to English equivalent was greater than 

to Czech equivalent. It was also tried to look at the words’ similarity from the point of 

view of a learner.  

Identical (form) . If the French word had exactly the same spelling as the English 

word, it was classified in this category. That means that the English and the French word 

were the spelling equivalents. The French accents were taken into account, so, e.g. the 

words cinéma and cinema were not marked as identical, but as similar.  

Similar form and ‘same’ pronunciation. The words which were not identical in 

their form, but had the same pronunciation (to the limits the French and English 

pronunciation can be compared), were counted in this category. The pronunciation was 

judged as “same” if it comprised the same allophones – the variants of the same phoneme. 

It means that e.g. the French “r” and English “r”, or the French “i” and English “i” were 
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taken as the same. The word stress was not taken in the account, it was not taken as a 

difference. Example of this category: plante and plant.  

Identical form and ‘same’ pronunciation. The spelling equivalents which had the 

‘same’ pronunciation (to the limits these two kinds of pronunciation can be compared, see 

the section Limits of the Research for more details) belong to this category. The aim was to 

distinguish the different pronunciation of e.g. French situation [sitɥasjɔ̃] and English 

[ˌsɪtjʊˈeɪʃn]  from that of rather similar of e.g. French Prague [prag] and English Prague 

[pra:g].  

Not similar with no false cognate. In this category, there were classified the words 

which 1) were different from their English equivalents in the form and 2) shared no false 

cognate (word with similar form but different meaning) with other words in English. For 

example French garçon and English boy belong to this category. 

Not similar with existing false cognate. In this category, there belong the words 

which 1) have different form from their English equivalents, but 2) which have a false 

cognate among other words in English. An example can be French vacances with English 

equivalent holidays, the two forms are different, but for vacances exists in English a false 

friend vacancy.  

 

Once all the words were marked, I conducted an analysis of the results. In the 

following section, the results of the research are presented by the means of figures 

representing the proportion of different categories defined above. The commentaries of the 

results follow the presentation of the results.   
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IV. RESULTS AND COMMENTARIES 

 In this section, the results of the analysis of similarities of French vocabulary to 

their English counterparts are presented. The proportion of similarities and its different 

categories is demonstrated in the form of figures. The figures show the number of words in 

individual categories and the percentage representation. First, the results for vocabulary of 

individual textbooks are presented. Then, the results from all three textbooks are put 

together and presented in the final figures. Further on, the commentaries with suggestion of 

possible transfer are added.  

Results 

Le français entre nous  

Similarities. 474 words from this textbook were analyzed in the research. Onwards, 

the similarities are presented first regarding only the spelling, second, concerning the 

pronunciation similarity of the words found as similar in their form.  

Spelling. As the figure bellow shows, 181 lexical items were found “similar” or 

“identical” with corresponding English words.  

181 words; 
38%

293 words; 
62%

Not similar form

Similar or identical
form

 
Graph 1: Proportion of similarity in vocabulary ite ms 

 

As visible from the figure, 38% of all the vocabulary, i.e. 181 words out of 474 in 

this book have similar or identical form to their English equivalents. The remaining 62% 

(293 words) are different in form from their English counterparts.  

Similarity and sameness. We can divide the similarities as identical (having the 

same spelling) or just similar – having similar spelling.  
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135 
words; 
75%

46 
words; 
25% Similar form

Identical form

  

46 words; 
10%

135 
words; 
28%

293 
words; 
62%

Not similar
form 

Similar form

Identical form

 
Graph 2: Proportion of identical words in the  Graph 3: Proportion of similar and identical  
total of 181 similar and identical words forms in the total of vocabulary (474) 
   

As we can see from the Graph 2 above, 25% of all the similar words are identical. It 

means that 46 from 181 similar or identical words have the same form in French and in 

English. Graph 3 shows that 10% of all the vocabulary is spelled in the same way.  

Pronunciation. Throughout the words with similar or identical spelling, there were 

found some which have the same pronunciation. The following figure shows the 

percentage of words pronounced in the same way in the total of similarly or identically 

spelled words.  

12 words; 7%

169 words; 
93%

Similar or identical
form

Pronunciation
equivalents

 
Graph 4: Proportion of pronunciation equivalents in similarly or identically spelled words 

 
 

Pronunciation equivalents in similar word forms. As it is evident from the Graph 5 

bellow, the same pronunciation of words spelled in a same way is rather a rarity than a 

rule. The words concerned are the following: Slovaque – Slovak and suisse – Swiss.  
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2 words; 
1%

133 
words; 
99%

Similar form

Similar form +
same
pronunciation

10 words; 
22%

36 words; 
78%

Identical form 

Identical form +
same
pronunciation

 
Graph 5: Proportion of pronunciation equivalents    Graph 6: Proportion of pronunciation equivalents  
in similarly written words        in spelling equivalents 

 

Pronunciation equivalents in identical word forms. From 46 words spelled in the 

same way, ten words were also found identical in pronunciation as visible from Graph 6. 

These words are: football, match, parasol, Prague, sandwich, shopping, ski, sweat-shirt, 

tennis, t-shirt 

 

Differences. Between the words, which were classified as different from English 

(293 words), I tried to find out if some of them have any false friends in English – if in the 

English language, there are words which have the same form and different meaning exist. 

 

293 words; 98%

7 words; 2%

Not similar form with no false
cognate

Not similar form with existing
false cognate

c

 
Graph 7: Existence of false cognates for words classified as not similar 

 

There were found 7 words: blanc – blank, conducteur - conductor, journée - journey, place 

(in the sense of square) - place, poisson - poison, sympathic - sympathetic, vacances – 

vacancy. 
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Overview. In the following figure, an overview of all possible forms found in 

French – English translation equivalents is presented.  

286 words; 62%

7 words; 1%

133 words; 28%

2 words; 0,5%

36 words; 6,5%

10 words; 2%

Similar form

Similar form + same
pronunciation
Identical form

Identical form + same
pronunciation
Not similar form with no false
cognate
Not similar form with existing
false cognate

 
Graph 8: Overview of similarities and differences 

 

Extra! 

Similarities. 404 lexical items from this textbook were taken into account in this 

research. Onwards, the similarities are presented first regarding only the spelling, second, 

concerning the pronunciation similarity of the words found as similar in their form.  

312 words; 
77%

92 words; 
23%

Not similar form

Similar or identical
form

 
Graph 9: Proportion of similarity in vocabulary ite ms 
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Spelling. As visible from Graph 9 above, 23% (92 words) of all the vocabulary 

from this book (counted in the research) was classified as similar or same with their 

English translation equivalents. The remaining 312 words were not found similar, i.e. 77% 

of all the vocabulary are different.  

Similarity and sameness. The total of 92 words were found similar or same. The 

following Graph 10 shows how much from words the similar ones were actually identical.   

70 
words; 
76%

22 
words; 
24%

Similar form

Identical form

 

22 
words; 

5%

312 
words; 
78%

70 
words; 
17%

Not similar
form

Similar
form

Identical
form

 
Graph 10: Proportion of identical words in the total   Graph 11: Proportion of similar and identical  
of 92 similar or identical words           forms in the total of vocabulary (404)   
    

 22 words out of 92 similar have identical form, i.e. 24% of all the similar words are 

the same with English equivalents. When counted in the global (Graph 11), 5% of all 

investigated words have identical form with their English translations.  

 Pronunciation. The following figure shows the percentage of words pronounced in 

the same way in the total of similarly or identically spelled words.  

 

7 words; 8%

85 words; 
92%

Similar od identical
form 

Pronunciation
equivalents

 
Graph 12: Proportion of pronunciation equivalents in the similarly or identically spelled words 
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Pronunciation equivalents in similar word forms. As we can see from Graph 13 

bellow, 96% of all the similar words are pronounced differently. From the 70 words, which 

were classified as similar (only similar, not identical), 3 of them were found to have the 

same pronunciation to their English translation equivalents. These words are: cantine – 

canteen, lettre  – letter, pharmacie – pharmacy. 

67 
words; 
96%

3 words; 
4%

Similar form

Similar form +
same
pronunciation

4 words; 
18%

18 words; 
82%

Identical form

Identical form
+ same
pronunciation

 
Graph 13: Proportion of pronunciation       Graph 14: Proportion of pronunciation  
equivalents in similarly written words       equivalents in spelling equivalents   
 

 Pronunciation equivalents in identical word forms. From the total of 22 words 

spelled in the same way, 4 words are pronounced in the same way. It means that 18% of all 

the words spelled in the same way are also pronounced in the same way (Graph 14). These 

words are: moustache, souvenir, week-end, bizarre 

  Differences. Out of 404 word forms, 312 were classified as not similar. The figure  

bellow shows how many of the words, which are different from their English equivalent, 

have a false cognate among other words in English. 

302 words; 
97%

10 words; 
3%

Not similar form
with no false
cognate

Not similar form
with existing false
friend

 
Graph 15: Existence of false cognates for words classified as not similar 
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 For 3% of all these words a false friend exists. That means 10 words share a false 

cognate with English. The false cognates are the following: blanc – blank, gentil – gentle, 

journée – journey, lecture – lecture, phrase – phrase, place (in the sense of square) – 

place, rester – rest, sympa – sympathetic, travail – travel, vacances – vacancy. 

 Overview. In the following overview, all the possible forms found in the 

vocabulary items are presented. 

10 words; 2%

67 words; 17%

3 words; 1%

18 words; 4%

4 words; 1%

302 words; 75%

Similar form

Similar form + same
pronunciation

Identical form

Identical form +
same pronunciation

Not similar form with
no false cognate

Not similar form with
existing false

 
Graph 16: Overview of similarities and differences 

Connexions  

Similarities. This textbook contains 814 vocabulary items which were included 

into the research. Hereafter, the similarities are presented first regarding only spelling, 

second, the pronunciation similarity of the words found as similar in their form is showed.  

Spelling. As visible from the figure, the similar or identical word forms form 32% 

of all the vocabulary in the textbook, i.e. 259 words out of 814 are similar or identical. 555 

words were judged as not having the similar form. 
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259 words; 
32%

555 words; 
68%

Similar or identical
form

Not similar form

 
Graph 17: Proportion of similarity in vocabulary it ems 

  

Similarity and sameness. Some of the vocabulary was not only similar but even the 

same, regarding the form.  

66 words; 
25%

193 
words; 
75%

Similar form

Identical form
66 

words; 
8%

193 
words; 
24%

555 
words; 
68% Similar

form

Identical
form

Not similar
form

 
Graph 18: Proportion of identical forms in the total      Graph 19: Proportion of similar and identical  
of 259 similar or identical words             forms in the total of vocabulary (814)  
  

 The figures above present the proportion of identical vocabulary items in the total 

of similar and identical items (Graph 18) and in the total of vocabulary (Graph 19). Graph 

18 shows that 25% of all similar or identical items are identical. It means that out of all the 

vocabulary in this book, 8% have the identical form with their English translation 

equivalents (Graph 19). 

 Pronunciation. The following figure shows the percentage of words pronounced in 

the same way in the total of similarly or identically spelled words. 
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236 words; 
91%

23 words; 
9%

Similar or
identical form
Pronunciation
equivalents

 
Graph 20: Proportion of pronunciation equivalents in the total of similarly or identically spelled words 
 

Pronunciation equivalents in similar word forms. Between the words classified as 

similar in form were some words which had the same pronunciation. As Graph 21 bellow 

shows, 13 similarly written words were found to be pronounced in the same way as their 

English translations. These words are: cinéma – cinema, danse – dance, groupe – group, 

lampe – lamp, letter – letter, parc – park, pharmacie – pharmacy, pique-nique – picnic, 

plante – plant, plastique – plastic, romantique – romantic, tarte – tart, touriste – tourist  

 

13 words; 
7%

180 
words; 
93%

Similar forms

Similar forms
+ same
pronunciation

10 words; 
15%

56 words; 
85%

Identical form

Identical form +
same
pronunciation

 
Graph 21: Proportion of pronunciation equivalents    Graph 22: Proportion of pronunciation in 
similarly written words             equivalents in spelling equivalents  
 

 Pronunciation equivalents in identical word forms. Among the words which were 

found as spelling equivalents some words were also found to be identical in the 

pronunciation. As visible from Graph 22, 10 out of 66 words spelled in the same way were 

found to share the same pronunciation. These words are: bar, cuisine, film, garage, 

kilogramme, litre, match, moustache, sandwich, and toast. 
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 Differences. Out of 814 words, 555 were classified as not having the similar form 

to their English counterparts.  

541 words; 
97%

14words; 
3% Not similar form

with no false
cognate

Not similar form
with existing false
cognate

 
Graph 23: Existence of false cognates for words classified as not similar 

 
  

3% of the words (14 vocabulary items), which are not similar in the form to their 

English translation equivalents have, however, a false cognate in English. The false 

cognates are: baskets – basket, blanc – blank, bras – bra,  cave – cave, gentil – gentle, 

homme – home, librarie – library, phrase – phrase, poisson – poison, rester – rest, 

sympathique – sympathetic, travail – travel, vacances – vacancy. 

 Overview. In overview figure which follows, all the categories discussed above are 

presented in the proportion of the total of vocabulary.  

10 words; 1%
56 words; 7%

13 words; 2%

180 words; 
22%

14 words; 2%

541 words; 
66%

Not similar form with no
false cognate

Not similar form with
existing false cognate

Similar form

Similar form + same
pronunciation

Identical form

Identical form + same
pronunciation

 
Graph 24: Overview of similarities and differences 
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Summary  

 All the percentage results from the three textbooks are averaged and presented in 

the following figures. In average, the similar items (including the identical ones) make 

31% of all the vocabulary in these three textbooks (Graph 25).   

69%

31%

Not similar
form

Similar or
identical form

 

69%
8%

23%

Not similar
form

Similar form

Identical form 

 
Graph 25: Average of similarities in the vocabulary    Graph 26: Average proportion of similar and  
              identical forms in the total of vocabulary 
       
  

 In average, the word forms in French which are different from English form 69%  - 

67% have no false cognate in English and for 2% we could find a false cognate in English. 

As visible from Graph 26 and 27, 8% of all the vocabulary is identical in the form (6% 

only in the form, 2% also in the pronunciation) and 23% are the similar word forms (1% is 

even same in the pronunciation).  

67%

2%

22%

6%

2%
1%

Not similar form with no
false cognate

Not similar form with
existing false cognate

Similar form

Identical form

Identical form + same
pronunciation

Similar form + same
pronunciation

 
Graph 27: Average of similarities and differences in the vocabulary 
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Commentary 

 As it was indicated in the theory part, English and French influenced each other in 

the history and that is why they share a lot of common cognates (Lawless, n.d.; Katzner, 

20002). This expectation was confirmed in the research, as one third of all the vocabulary 

taught in the beginner’s French textbooks is similar to their English translation equivalents.  

The results are the representation of the similarity in the words of these two 

languages. Though, regarding the factor of similarity, it is not only the objective similarity 

which govern the transfer, it is also (and it is the key one) the subjective similarity which 

can however differ (but does not have to) from the objective one (Cenoz et al., 2001, 

Ringbom, 2007). 

Implications for Transfer 

 According to the theoretical background, the transfer which can be deduced from 

this research, as the field of vocabulary was investigated, is lexical transfer (formal lexical 

transfer). As the similarities of vocabulary of French as L3 were compared to English as 

L2, the lateral transfer is concerned. The items, which are most susceptible of transfer are 

33% of all the vocabulary – 31% are either similar or identical and 2% are different, but 

share a false cognate with English. The transfer can be either conscious or unconscious.  

 
Similarities. Here, the presentation of what kind of transfer the particular similar or 

identical forms can bring follows. The judgments were made on the basis of the theoretical 

assumptions that the more similar items are, the greater possibility of transfer, however, as 

the similarities are often only partial, they can be misleading (Ringbom, 2007; Ortega, 

2009). 

Similar or identical forms (31%). These words can lead to positive transfer in 

reception. All of them can be of advantage for recognizing the words in the text (and 

possibly in speaking comprehension too). 

Similar forms (22%). These words can lead to positive transfer as well as to 

negative transfer in production. They can be of advantage, however, as the pronunciation 

and spelling is not exactly the same, in these fields, they can be misleading. 

Similar forms and same pronunciation (1%). These words can have either positive 

or negative effect in writing, however, for pronunciation, they can be of advantage.  
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Identical forms (6%). Regarding spelling, they can have only positive effect; they 

can not bring any negative transfer. Concerning the pronunciation, they can bring positive 

as well as negative transfer.  

Identical forms and same pronunciation (2%). The identical words, which are 

pronounced in the same way can lead to the positive transfer also in pronunciation 

Differences.   

Not similar forms with no false cognate (67%). In reception and production, the 

differences can cause either no transfer, or the negative one. However, the differences 

between the languages should not have a large effect on transfer in learning, thus the words 

which are different should be learned relatively easily (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008; Ringbom, 

2007). 

Not similar forms with existing false cognate (2%). The words whose translation 

equivalents have different form in English, but which have a false friend in English can be 

a cause of negative transfer in reception. 

Summary 

In the following section, the transfer implications are summarized from the point of 

view of positive and negative transfer – which types of word forms can cause them.  

 

Positive transfer. We can await the positive transfer from similar and identical 

forms in reception. The identical forms can be the strongest ones. In production, it can be 

the identical forms which can have the most positive effect in writing. The similar forms 

will bring also the positive transfer; however, they can result also in the negative transfer. 

In pronunciation, the similar and identical words pronounced in the same way as in English 

can lead to positive transfer.  

Negative transfer. The negative transfer in reception can occur from the forms 

which are different. However, the forms which are different and have no false cognate in 

English can lead either to minor or no transfer. The forms which share a false cognate with 

English are susceptible to bring negative transfer.  

In production, also the similar forms can bring negative transfer because they are 

not completely identical with their English counterparts. The similar and identical forms 

which are pronounced differently (as the majority of them are), can bring negative transfer 

in pronunciation. 
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Transfer Occurrence 

In the table bellow, for better imagination, all the types of forms are presented in 

the respect to the actual possibility of transfer to occur. In the left column, the various 

types of forms/similarities are indicated with their average proportion in investigated 

vocabulary items, in the head of the table, the transfer is divided according to individual 

language skills. The symbol X means the possibility of transfer. The symbol /x means that 

there is either no or low possibility of transfer. When we take an example of e.g. “Identical 

form”, it means that there is a possibility of positive transfer in spelling, pronunciation and 

reading + listening and a possibility of negative transfer in pronunciation.  

 

 Positive transfer Negative transfer 
 production reception production reception 

 spelling pronunciation 
reading + 
listening 

spelling 
pronunciatio

n 
reading + 
listening 

Similar form 
22% 

X X X X X  

Similar form 
+ same 

pronunciation 
1% 

X X X X   

Identical 
form 
6% 

X X X  X  

Identical 
form + same 

pronunciation 
2% 

X X X    

Not similar 
form with no 
false cognate 

67% 

   /x /x /x 

Not similar 
form with 

existing false 
cognate 

2% 

   X X X 

 

In this chapter, the results of the research – the proportions of different categories 

were indicated by the means of figures. In the commentary, the possible impact on transfer 

was outlined. In the following chapter, the implications of similarities and transfer they 

cause are regarded from the point of teaching.  
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V. IMPLICATIONS 

As we can see from the results, one third of all the vocabulary found in the three 

French as FL textbooks for beginners is similar to English equivalents. As indicated in the 

theoretical background part, the similarities across languages are one of the key things for 

transfer to occur and one of the basic means by which people learn languages (Ringbom, 

2007). As the similarities are the source of transfer, the teachers (and consequently the 

learners) could enhance them and make use of its positive effects (positive transfer) and be 

aware of and thus minimize the negative one.  

Use of Positive Transfer and Elimination of Negative Transfer 

Regarding the positive transfer, the teachers could make use of learners’ previous 

knowledge of English and teach them how to work with it by emphasizing the similarities; 

they could also promote learners’ general language awareness by making links between 

languages. They could teach learners to use the conscious transfer as a learning strategy by 

using the knowledge of words they already know from English which are similar to 

French. They could raise learners’ awareness of possibilities of transfer as a 

communicative strategy by making links between the similar words and their later usage.  

Regarding the negative transfer, the teachers could try to limit its appearance by 

emphasizing the minor differences in similar vocabulary and making pupils aware of them. 

The critical vocabulary items could be the words which are very close, but where a tiny 

difference occurs. The spelling difficulties could be caused for example by the words like: 

lettre and letter, tomate and tomato, septembre and September, ordre and order, projet and 

project or ressemblance and resemblance. The pronunciation difficulties could be caused 

by the words like beige [bɛʒ] (French) and beige [beɪʒ] (English] or catastrophe [katastrɔf] 

(French) and catastrophe [kəˈtæstrəfɪ] where the spelling is the same, but the 

pronunciation more or less differs. 

Regarding the errors, when the negative transfer occurs, the similar vocabulary can 

result in the use of hybrid structures, the “not similar” vocabulary items with existing false 

cognates can lead to misinterpretations in reception.  
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Transfer in Different Language Skills  

In the following paragraph, the possible implications of transfer at different 

language skills are presented. 

Transfer in reception.  

Listening and reading. All the similar and identical word forms can enhance the 

transfer in reception and can be of advantage (e.g. recognizing words in the text and 

listening comprehension), thus, they can result in positive receptive transfer. In reading 

comprehension, the most influential regarding the positive transfer can be the words with 

identical form. On the other hand, the different word forms which have a false friend in 

English can give rise to negative transfer in reception and consequently cause 

misunderstanding since the word which has the similar form with already known English 

word does not have the same meaning.  

Transfer in production . In production, the similar words can lead to positive 

transfer as well as to negative transfer.  

Writing. In writing, the words, which are “only” similar, can have either positive or 

negative influence. For sure, they can have positive effect for lexis retrieval; however, they 

can be of negative transfer in spelling. On the other hand, the identical forms can have only 

positive effect regarding the writing (spelling).  

Speaking. The similar and identical word forms can be of advantage when recalling 

the actual word, however, as usually the pronunciation is not exactly the same (in average 

92% of all the similar and identical word forms), in this field, they can be misleading. 

Concerning the pronunciation, the small part of similar and identical words which are 

pronounced in the same way (in average 8% of all similar or identical forms) can lead to 

positive transfer in pronunciation. The rest – the identical forms with different 

pronunciation can lead to negative transfer in pronunciation.  

Language Teachers 

Teachers of English. As English is usually taught as the first language, there are 

not many possibilities on which bases “to build” the transfer. However, they could raise 

learners’ awareness of languages by e.g. pointing out the French origin of some words used 

in English, e.g. cuisine or chateau and thus prepare them at least a bit for possible French 

as a second foreign language. When the pupils start learning French, the English teachers 

could try to cooperate with French teachers in the sense of emphasizing the similarities of 
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those languages and making distinctions of the differences. If a teacher of English is at the 

same time a teacher of French, he/she could try to teach French in English language, at the 

basis of CLIL.  

Teachers of French. Teachers of French could use learners’ lexicon of English 

words and make use of it, as it was already described in previous paragraphs. They could 

try to work with and teach on the basis of existent knowledge of English by e.g. eliciting 

pupils’ knowledge of particular words, pre-teaching new words by using the linking 

exercises of similar English and French words, translation exercises or exercises for 

crossing out the differences. Instead of French-Czech dictionaries, French-English 

dictionaries could be used during the lessons. The work with plurilingual dictionaries at the 

end of the textbooks could make part of the lessons too.  

The awareness of language transfer could be also raised in the teachers’ education. 

The teachers of languages could be informed of the possibilities of transfer and be trained 

how they can make use of its positive effects in their teaching and eliminate the negative 

one.  

Limitations of the Research 

It is obvious, that this research has its limitations and these have to be taken into 

account. As the research concentrates only on lexical transfer, it can not be generalised for 

all aspects of learning a language. As the vocabulary used in the research was retrieved 

only from three textbooks, it limits the volume of investigated items. Furthermore, the 

factor of “same pronunciation” is rather arguable. The question is, if the pronunciation of 

French and English is even comparable. That is why the comparison of pronunciation is 

used only figuratively and cannot be regarded as a guide to pronunciation. Nevertheless, 

the aspect of pronunciation is taken in the account here, because I wanted to differentiate 

the items where the pronunciation differs and the pronunciation which can be regarded as 

“same”.  

 Concerning the judgment of similarity of the items, a number of them was at the 

edge of similarity, e.g. bateau and boat, exprimer and express, reconnaitre and recognize, 

and would rather deserve a special category of “something between”, however, as the 

principle of the transfer is (at least as a learning strategy) to search for similarities and not 

differences, these items were finally added to the “similar” category. Regarding the false 

cognates, only the most common ones were used as relevant in this research. Making 
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distinction between false and semi-true cognates would be an issue for a more detailed 

research study. Regarding the comparison with English translation equivalents, the 

research counts with the fact that learners know the same scope of English vocabulary as 

the French one is. However, in the practice, the scope can differ.  

This research also does not work or count with the forward transfer from Czech L1 

and the role it could play together with the lateral transfer from English L2. It should be 

also mentioned that even if the language similarity is the key factor, other factors (e.g. 

learner’s proficiency or age) also influence the occurrence of transfer and were not counted 

with in this research. 

Further Research 

 It would be reasonable to complete this research of similarities in vocabulary with 

research of similarities in grammar. It would provide a more complex view of the 

similarities of these two languages. The research could be also extended by doing research 

among the learners - if they are aware of the similarities and make connections between 

languages and maybe ask them if they consciously make use of the knowledge of the 

languages already known to them. It would be also noteworthy to ask teachers if and how 

they try to raise learners’ awareness of languages, connect the languages together, make 

use of the similarities in their lessons and cooperate with other language teachers. Without 

any doubt, it would be also interesting to do another research study where the real transfer 

would be observed - to go to lessons and observe if the transfer occurs and note its 

examples. 
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VI. CONCLUSION 

 As described in the theoretical background section of this thesis, there are many 

types of language transfer which can take place and various factors which influence its 

appearance. One of the most influential factors revealed to be the cross-linguistic similarity 

which involves not only the language typology but also a learner’s perceived closeness of 

languages concerned.  

 Regarding the L2 to L3 transfer, the cross-linguistic similarities are also very 

important for transfer to occur. Although English and French language come from different 

language subfamilies (Germanic and Romance), they have a lot in common. This has been 

verified in practice, as vocabulary of these two languages was compared. The transfer 

which was later investigated was in fact the lateral (from L2 to L3) lexical (vocabulary) 

transfer. 

 Similarities between languages appear to be the key factor in the occurrence of 

language transfer. For this reason, I have investigated the vocabulary of three beginner’s 

textbook of French as FL to find out how many of the vocabulary items found in these 

books are similar to their English counterparts and consequently, if they could be made use 

of in teaching French. It was found out that almost one third of the vocabulary is actually 

similar. According to the secondary literature on the subject matter, the more similar the 

items are, the greater possibility of transfer to occur. On the other hand, as the similarity is 

not always 100%, the positive effect is also not 100%. However, if the words are identical 

in spelling, the English words can bring only positive transfer to spelling of the 

corresponding words in French. The words which are “only” similar in spelling, can have 

positive, but also negative effect for spelling. The words, which are similar in 

pronunciation can be the source of positive as well as of negative transfer in pronunciation. 

The words which are pronounced in the same way can bring positive transfer to 

pronunciation of French words. All the similar or identical words can be of advantage in 

comprehension. The different words can bring either no transfer (as the similarities play 

the key role in transfer) or negative transfer. If they possess a false friend in English, they 

are susceptible to cause a negative transfer.  

 Teachers (especially teachers of French) could use this evidence and use the 

already built knowledge of English of the learners for teaching French: they could promote  

conscious transfer and use it as a learning strategy. These two languages offer a great 
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possibility to make links between them, and if the teachers know how to use the 

similarities in a proper way, it could be a great advantage for their learners as well as 

themselves. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Vocabulary of Le français entre nous 

LEGEND:  

similar form   identical form  same pronunciation  false cognate 



 

 57 
 



 

 58 
 



 

 59 
 



 

 60 
 



 

 61 
 



 

 62 
 

 

 



 

 63 
 

Appendix 2: Vocabulary of Etra! 

LEGEND:  

similar form  identical form  same pronunciation false cognate 
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Appendix 3: Vocabulary of Connexions 

LEGEND:  

similar form  identical form  same pronunciation false cognate 
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SHRNUTÍ 

 Diplomová práce se zabývá jazykovým transferem. Představuje hlavní fakta o 

jazykovém transferu, jeho typy, a faktory, které podmiňují jeho výskyt. Podrobněji se 

zabývá jazykovým transferem, který může vzniknout, při učení se druhému cizímu jazyku, 

a to transferem z prvního cizího do druhého cizího jazyka. Dále se zabývá podobnostmi 

mezi angličtinou a francouzštinou. Praktická část zahrnuje srovnání slovní zásoby ve třech 

učebnicích francouzštiny pro začátečníky s jejich anglickými ekvivalenty. Výsledky 

výzkumu (poměr podobností ve slovní zásobě) jsou doplněny o jejich potencionální 

význam pro jazykový transfer. V závěru práce je rozebrán dopad jazykového transferu na 

výuku francouzštiny jako druhého cizího jazyka, po té co byla nebo je jako první cizí jazyk 

vyučována angličtina. 

 

 

 


