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Abstract  
When students start learning a foreign language the main difficulties they face are usually related to 
the differences of the native and foreign languages. When they start learning the second foreign 
language the interrelation of the languages becomes greater. The paper examines the interference of 
Russian as a native language, English as a first foreign language and German as a second foreign 
language when the learners have some level of proficiency in English and start learning German. 
English and German are the languages of the West Germanic linguistic branch of the Indo-European 
language family, but there are distinctions in the forms, meanings and use of the language units of 
both foreign languages. Such distinctions may make a negative effect on learning German as a 
second foreign language. 

The goal of the paper is to examine the problems, which Russian students of non-linguistic university 
meet when they start learning German as a second foreign language. Special attention is paid to 
learning German lexis and inter linguistic interference occurring in this aspect. The findings of the 
teaching experiment held in the RUDN University (Peoples’ Friendship University of Russia) are 
reported 

Keywords: teaching foreign languages, interlinguistic interference, findings of teaching practice, 
teaching lexis.  

1 INTRODUCTION  
Nowadays, the possibility of academic and employment mobility encourages young people to study 
not only English as the language of international communication, but also at least one more foreign 
language. The curriculum of modern non-linguistic higher education institutions meets the students’ 
needs and includes the second foreign language for mandatory study. Institute of Law, RUDN 
University gives young people an opportunity to choose among French, German or Spanish for 
learning as a second foreign language. Very often students choose German, as they want to continue 
their education in Germany or Austria. Institute of Law, RUDN University has close relations with some 
law institutions in Germany and Austria. It gives Russian students an opportunity to get diplomas of 
two universities (Russian and foreign) in the frames of the special programme.  

The other reasons that explain the students’ interest to German as a second foreign language is the 
intention to be employed in the German and Austrian law companies that have branches in Moscow. 
Therefore, the goal of learning German as the second foreign language correlates with the goal of 
learning English as the first foreign language inter alia training foreign language professional 
competencies and the skills to communicate with colleagues on professional issues orally or in a 
written form. The students are supposed to participate in the international academic and professional 
cooperation. The goal determines the lingo didactic approach to studying German. 

The main basis for successful training communicative skills in German is the linguistic experience that 
students got when learning English. Comparing the linguistic phenomena of two languages the 
learners can achieve better results in learning German. It can be explained by the common alphabet 
of the Latin origin; the similarity of some phonetic phenomena, grammar structures and speech 
patterns (e.g. Er spriсht Deutsch. - He speaks German.) [1].  

Much similarity can be observed in the layer of vocabulary. Positive interference is resulted from such 
lexical units as (1) the words of Germanic origin (e.g. the words of legal setting: die Jury- jury, das 
Zivilrecht- civil law, das Zertifikat – certificate; (2) words borrowed from the English language: die 
Nation, die Politik, das Training; das Coaching; (3) national words of the Latin or Greek origin (das 
Individuum, die Logik, die Polizei etc.). 

On the other hand, some lexical units can make the opposite effect on the language awareness 
because of negative interference. These words are called "false friends" (in German “falsche 
Freunde”), they are words similar in spelling or pronunciation, but different in meaning. The word Jura 
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means law in German, but in English, “it is a system of mountain ranges on the border of France and 
Switzerland” or “an island of the Inner Hebrides” (https://translate.google.nl/?hl=en-GB&tab=mT#en/ru/ 
Jura).  

Taking into account positive and negative interferences the teacher can use various ways and didactic 
technologies to present, practice and produce different lexical units in teaching German.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
Positive and negative interference can determine the ways of teaching vocabulary. International 
words, words of Germanic origin and loans from English do not cause many difficulties in learning, but 
they still should be trained. For this purpose, the following assignments might be useful: to make 
words of separate letters, to guess the word looking at the picture; to settle letter/word puzzles, to act 
out and guess the meaning of the word etc. But practicing these lexical units should not take too much 
time. 

Teaching and learning most German words is a very challenging task. To settle it in a more effective 
way the teacher should be aware what phenomena cause more difficulties. The authors’ experience 
shows that more often the students indicate the following difficulties: “false friends”, compound multi 
syllable words, verbs with separable prefixes, word building, a divergence of the grammatical gender. 
The survey held among the first year student presented the students’ assessment on the degree of 
complexity of these lexical phenomena. 

Table 1.  Lexical Complexity. 

 Lexical phenomena Very 
difficult Difficult Neither difficult 

nor easy Easy Very 
Easy 

“False friends” 20% 20% 40% 5% 15% 

Compound multi syllable words 45% 15% 12% 18% 10% 

Verbs with Separable Prefixes 33% 25% 14% 5% 23% 

Word building 25% 32% 11% 22% 10% 
A divergence of the 
grammatical gender 43% 22% 15% 8% 12% 

Other issues 15% - - - - 

Having generalized the findings of the survey, a teacher can organize teaching German lexis more 
effectively paying more time and efforts to train some lexical phenomena and less to the others. 
Working at these lexical units a teacher cannot cope without the Russian language as the native 
language or as the language of the intercultural communication. Being international and multicultural, 
RUDN University educates and trains students from many countries.  

The participants of the survey were the students of the Russian Federation (57%), Kazakhstan (13%); 
Azerbaijan (10%), Ukraine (10%) and the Republic of Moldova (10%). All students except those from 
Russia speak their national languages as the mother tongue, but their language proficiency of the 
Russian language is very high so it does not make a negative effect on their studies at the University 
and consequently on learning German. 

As a result of the survey a teacher can decide on what tasks should be used and how to manage the 
teaching process in class and the students’ self-studying after classes. It should be noted that the 
main focus is on teaching and learning the vocabulary for the legal setting. 

3 RESULTS 
.The respondents of the survey (45%) showed that the most difficulties are caused  
when learning compound multi syllable words e.g. “Rechtsschutzversicherungsgesellschaften” 
 which means "insurance companies providing legal protection" or 
“Rindfleischetikettierungsüberwachungsaufgabenübertragungsgesetz” meaning “the law for the 
delegation of monitoring beef labelling" [https://theweek.com/articles/463500/8-favorite-ridiculously-
long-german-words]. Fewer students suppose that the nouns where the grammatical gender is 
different from the gender in the Russian language cause more difficulties. Such words connected with 
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the legal setting as das Gericht – court, das Opfer – victim are of a neutral gender in German, 
whereas in Russian “court” is masculine and “victim” is feminine.  

“False friends” do not cause much difficulty. As the students are familiar with the rules of word building 
in English, they can quite easily transfer these rules in German and derive different parts of speech 
with the help of prefixes and suffixes [2]. Among other obstacles 15% of the respondents indicated 
such problems in learning German as the word stress and the difficulty in memorizing the words. 

All the obstacles determine the ways of presenting, practicing and production the German vocabulary. 
The widely spread in modern educational environment communicative approach implies that the 
native language and the translation as a lingo didactic technology should be avoided in learning a 
foreign language. Visual aids, textual guess etc. should be used instead. Apparently, the authors 
share this viewpoint when teaching vocabulary of the general layer is touched upon. However, the 
vocabulary of the legal setting is of an abstract character and to avoid misunderstanding the students 
must know the precise meaning of each lexical item. In this case, the translation from German into 
Russian is inevitable. 

To help the students to memorize the lexical units under study the special cards can be used. These 
cards are made by the students when the new vocabulary is presented. Each card is folded into thirds, 
each part presents the same word but in different languages: German, English and Russian. The 
cards can be used both in class and after classes. With the cards, the students not only learn the new 
words in German but also actualize the corresponding English item. The cards can contain word 
combinations as well. One way of using the cards is a warming up activity when a student says a word 
and the others respond with its equivalents in Russian and English. 

Production is an inseparable part of any language activity. Even the learners with A1 level of 
proficiency and those who start learning German as a second foreign language can produce a simple 
language utterance. The students that have an experience of learning foreign languages or are 
multilingual as e.g. the students from Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova 
can do it almost without any embarrassment. The students can make short stories and tell them to the 
fellow students, they compose stories using a set of pictures or browse a simple text with the familiar 
lexical items. In fact, we cannot speak about a complete production as the students use lexical clichés, 
but from the learners’ standpoint, it is a creative output. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Teaching and learning a second foreign language is related to teaching and learning the first foreign 
language. The students are more capable in transferring the ways of learning and various foreign 
language skills. In fact, a teacher cannot forget about the interference between languages and try to 
overcome the negative interference and use the advantages of the positive interference. Here the role 
of a teacher cannot be overestimated. A high-level proficiency of English and German is a mandatory 
requirement of a teacher of German as a second foreign language. 

To manage the teaching process effectively a teacher should know what problems the students face in 
learning German. The outcome of the survey can help a teacher to choose the assignments aimed at 
coping with the difficulties in learning this foreign language. 

A conscious and purposeful comparison of the phenomena of English and German at different levels 
of the language system; the use of the associations of the native language (or the language of inter 
linguistic and inter cultural cooperation) and the first foreign language; the strategies and ways of 
training the new lexis contribute to the reduction of the negative interference and help optimize 
learning German as a second foreign language [3] 
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