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The article provides an overview of the typological features of Russian, English, and Man-
darin, as well as the advantages of incorporating English into the process of teaching Mandarin
to Russian university students in the context of educational plurilingualism.
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Despite the rapidly growing popularity of Mandarin Chinese in Russia and the
increasing number of studies conducted on teaching Mandarin Chinese as a foreign
language (CFL), there is still no generally accepted methodology for teaching
Mandarin. What seems to cause the most heated debate is the question of whether
any language of instruction should be present in the process of teaching Mandarin
or the teaching process is supposed to be based entirely on maximum exposure to
the target language, which implies a total absence of any language in the classroom
other than Mandarin.

Ln-only pedagogy has proved to be one of the most popular methods in teach-
ing foreign languages. It prescribes exceptional use of the language studied and
frowns upon the use of L1 (first language) and any other medium of instruction [9,
c. 211]. Such a method is substantiated by the assumption that the more exposure
to the target language a learner gets, the more efficient the acquisition process be-
comes.

Ln-only pedagogy draws on the example of L1 acquisition, which successful-
ly occurs without any assistance from another language. However, this analogy
seems highly disputable as in many cases Ln acquisition takes place at a much old-
er age when a learner is more mentally mature, more socially developed, and in
possession of a larger memory capacity. Moreover, it completely ignores students’
linguistic background and thus deprives learners of many benefits. L2 (second lan-
guage)-only pedagogy seems especially inappropriate when dealing with such a
high-complexity language as Mandarin. At the initial stage, students are likely to
experience puzzlement and frustration due to the inability to process an enormous
amount of new information without any facilitating tools.

Although it is commonly acknowledged that “maximizing the use of the L2 in
the classroom is beneficial in providing linguistic exposure” [1, c. 18] research has
shown that the use of L1 or any other familiar language as a medium of instruction
can improve students’ comprehension [3]. Reconsidering and redesigning the ap-
proach to teaching third languages engaging learners’ full linguistic repertoires be-
comes a prerequisite for successful learning [6, c. 23].

Two features that pose the greatest challenge to CFL learners are the tonal
phonetic system and the logographic writing system of Mandarin. It appears most
difficult because it involves language phenomena unfamiliar to CFL learners.
However, it is suggested that instead of emphasizing the uniqueness of the Manda-
rin language, CFL teachers should draw students’ attention to the commonality be-
tween Mandarin and the previously acquired languages [10, c. 49]. It is advisable
not only because accentuating exclusive attributes would eventually cause anxiety
and frustration but also because Mandarin does have correlations with other lan-
guages. It is essential that CFL teachers identify special features that constitute the
main elements of the distance between the Mandarin language and other languages,
embracing students’ pluriligualism, along with pointing out the similar points be-
tween the former and the latter.

Multilingual pedagogy, based on Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, advocates
the 1dea that Ln development, as an instance of cognitive development, is a process
facilitated by social interaction rather than an individual effort. Cognitive devel-
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opment occurs in the zone of proximal development (ZPD); it is also where scaf-
folding takes place. In other words, scaffolding during utterances is of similar na-
ture as general cognitive development, meaning that code-switching in a conversa-
tion in order to get a message through may be a beneficial part of linguistic devel-
opment and should be taught and facilitated rather than hindered during the acqui-
sition process. It is especially helpful when a learner needs affordances for learning
or simple maintenance of their social position in conversation with the teacher and
other learners, or when learners scaffold interactions toward intelligibility and
learning.

Scaffolding is especially important for adult learners dealing with challenging
tasks and content at the initial acquisition levels. Previously acquired languages
may be employed in a classroom as a pedagogical tool to support the development
of cognitive and academic skills and allow students to enjoy the learning process
more.

Based on the interdependence hypothesis developed by Cummins [4] argued
that if cross-linguistic transfer is bound to happen anyway, it is not reasonable to
impede it. On the contrary, it makes much more sense to encourage and facilitate
this transfer that may lead to a more successful multilingual development.

Van Lier developed an ecological perspective of language learning, which
implies that language learning is affected by social, political, and economic factors
and must be viewed as a part of a complex network of systems interconnected with
each other [7, c. 53]. Therefore, teaching methods should mirror the dynamics of
language learning. Nowadays, third language acquisition is no longer a rare occur-
rence, it is more of a common trend. Teaching a new language should involve ex-
posure to situations that students are likely to encounter in their professional and
academic future lives, which are cases where bilingual communication takes
place.

Another sphere of transfer worth mentioning is the transfer of competencies,
1.e., linguistic, discourse, strategic, sociolinguistic, sociocultural, and social. That
1s, by referring to learners’ previous experience of developing the afore-mentioned
competencies, teachers can avoid repetition of rebuilding the knowledge that is al-
ready possessed by learners. In the case of our research, simply invoking students’
experience of developing linguistic skills in English can provide an understanding
of what needs to be done to achieve the same result in Mandarin. For instance, elic-
iting information about the methods students found most useful for improving their
English proficiency may set them on the right track in learning the L3.

The more popularity Mandarin is gaining more research on cross-linguistic in-
fluence it entails. We have searched top journals in CFL research in mainland Chi-
na for articles related to cross-linguistic connections between the Chinese language
and the English language. The four journals we looked into were Chinese Teaching
in the World (1 5B #%), Language Teaching and Linguistic Studies (18 & #X
F5#5R), Applied Linguistics (IEF X F M), and Chinese Language Learning
(GXiEZ3]). Our search for articles on cross-linguistic studies showed more than
200 articles related to correlations between English and Chinese published in the

period from 2000 to 2024.
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Despite the evident differences between Mandarin and English phonological
structures, phonological awareness tasks in both languages require the same set of
tools, such as audio perceptual skills, attention, and sensitivity to speech sound
units. [12, c. 2]. In their corpus-based contrastive research on English and Chinese,
Xiao and McEnery mention that “while Chinese and English are typologically dif-
ferent, aspect markers in the two languages show a striking similar distribution pat-
tern” [11, c. 3]

The interest manifested in correlations between English and Mandarin proves
that this research area is a promising field attracting a lot of academic attention.
Models developed in recent studies can serve as a framework liberating us from
conventional restrains in a CFL classroom. We propose a plurilingual approach to
teaching Mandarin to Russian university students with knowledge of English,
which enables teachers to use students’ whole linguistic repertoire. Our suggestion
draws heavily on personal experience of learning Mandarin and English and fif-
teen-year experience of teaching English and Mandarin to Russian speakers, as
well as the theoretical foundation.

The structural closeness of languages to each other has been proved to be an
important factor in L2 learning. If the foreign language is structurally similar to the
L1, it is claimed, learning should be easier than in cases where the L2 is very dif-
ferent [3, c. 23]. The same principle is applicable to L3 learning, where the pres-
ence of a structurally similar language in a learner’s linguistic repertoire will be fa-
cilitative for TLA. Further, we will outline general characteristics of Russian, Eng-
lish, and Mandarin, as well as specific instances of correspondences between Eng-
lish and Chinese in order to explain why recurrent references to English can be
more beneficial for CFL learning process rather than simply relying on Russian.

Besides the obvious attribute that distinguishes Mandarin from any other al-
phabetic language (i.e., the logographic writing system), the chief feature responsi-
ble for the distance between Mandarin and Russian and that creates a certain corre-
spondence between Mandarin and English lies in the morphological typology of
the languages. Russian grammar encompasses a highly synthetic morphology and
syntax, whereas English and Mandarin are analytical languages.

Russian uses prefixes, suffixes, and flections to convey meaning through
changes in the composition of words. As a result, deviations from the default SVO
word order are admissible, making the word order very fluid. By contrast, analytic
languages use no or little inflection to indicate grammatical relationships. Words
tend to consist of only one morpheme, while meaning is expressed through the ad-
dition of words (e.g., auxiliaries) and the movement of words within the given
word order pattern. English escapes the need for inflection by following a relative-
ly fixed word order and extensively using auxiliaries.

Originally, Classic Chinese was an isolated language with each of its words
being uninflected, equivalent to the root and isolated. In other words, each charac-
ter used to represent one word, which could not be inflected, and grammatical con-
nections between words were derived from the position. A high presence of com-
pound nouns in Modern Mandarin makes it less isolated, but the language remains
analytic.
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In fact, however, not a single language can be viewed as purely analytic or
purely synthetic. Every language has the features of both synthetic and analytic
languages. For example, Mandarin Chinese has many compound words, giving it a
moderately high ratio of morphemes per word (e.g., X — fire, Z — vehicle, X% -
train). English is not totally analytic since it uses inflections for number (e.g., ‘one
book - two books), possession (e.g., ‘teacher’s book’), and verb form (e.g., ‘fire —
fired’). And Russian is not completely deprived of the usage of auxiliary verbs
(e.g., ‘ObuIa yBOJICHA - OYJET yBOJIEHA).

Because of these structural differences, Russians often struggle with sentence
formation at the initial stages of learning Mandarin, attempting to follow the flexi-
ble word order typical of a Russian sentence. We suggest that making references to
English sentence structures, which in most cases are highly dissimilar to Russian
structures, may help CFL students to identify the correct word order faster and
teach them to rely less on their native language.

Besides the overall difference between Russian, English, and Mandarin lan-
guage systems, there are several specific grammatical phenomena that highlight the
correlation between Mandarin and English and thus deserve to be mentioned. We
have drawn up a list of linguistic appearances in Mandarin, which normally pose
difficulty for native speakers of Russian, which, however, is present in English and
can be explained through English.

1. Grammatical meaning in English is usually defined by auxiliary words.
Generally speaking, Mandarin lacks the marking of grammatical tense; one has to
rely on contextual cues in order to figure out the temporal position of the action
[8]. However, there is a number of phenomena that bear a certain resemblance to
English grammar. For example, the progressive aspect in Chinese (reported by the
use of IETE/1E/1E) appears somewhat reminiscent of English continuous forms. As
in #IE7EFTEBiEF (She is speaking on the phone), where the progressive form of
the action is indicated by the use of the word IETE. In English it is conveyed
through the present continuous tense. In contrast, in Russian no indicator of pro-
gressive tense will be present: ‘S paszroBapuaro mo tenedony’ can refer to both
regular actions in the present and progressive actions at the present moment.

2. Articles are not present in the Russian grammar in any form. Officially,
there are no articles in Mandarin either; nevertheless, there appears to be a resem-
blance between the use of indefinite articles in English and the use of measure
words in Chinese used to indicate the singular form of a noun. For example:

FEE—NHE. —1have a friend. — Y MeHs ecTb JpyT.

b —HRYE=R, — He is a writer. — OH nucares.

FEET KPR — 1 bought a dress. — S kynuna nnatse.

As it can be seen from the structure of the sentence, a ‘one’ followed by a
measure word seems to replace the indefinite articles in the English sentences.

The role of measure words in such cases is not clear from the Russian gram-
mar perspective. Russian learners tend to translate the measure word as ‘one,’
which is not typical of a Russian sentence when there is no emphasis on the quanti-
ty. However, an indefinite article in English mirrors this function of a measure
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word in Mandarin. Therefore, if a learner has a decent command of articles in Eng-
lish, it will be easier for them to grasp the concept of using measure words as an
indicator of a singular indefinite noun.

3. The verb ‘to be’ in the Russian language 1s frequently omitted in sentences
of SVO pattern, which is unacceptable both in English and Mandarin. For example:

On Bpau. — He is a doctor. — i 2 E 4,

Dto cron. — This is a table. — X — KR Fo

4. There is a structural similarity in the way how compound nouns are formed
in Mandarin and English. Some research views it as the foundation of crosslinguis-
tic transfer [5]. To be specific, Mandarin and English both use the right-headed
structure to form compound nouns, with the head (the main word) of the compound
being placed on the right and the word that specifies the head (the modifier mor-
pheme) being placed on the left. For instance, in ‘#{ZE’, the Mandarin word ‘class-
room’, on the left is the modifier morpheme — ‘#{’, which means ‘to teach’,
whereas on the right is ‘=’ — the head morpheme, meaning ‘room’.

A similar modifier-head pattern can be observed in possessive noun struc-
tures. For example, in Mandarin phrase ‘sister’s car’, the head word Z (car) is
placed after the modifier word — ‘#H3HEY" (sister’s). However, in Russian, the
structure will be opposite — ‘mammna cectpsr’, wherein the head word ‘marmmna’
(car) precedes the modifier word.

5. Both English and Mandarin have completive and durative adverbials. In-
and for- adverbials in English roughly correspond to pre-verbal and post-verbal
temporal expressions respectively in Mandarin [11, c. 3]. The distinction between
in- and for- adverbials in English is principally mirrored by the different positions
of time expressions in Mandarin. However, position does not appear to play such
an important role in English, where the majority of both in- and for- adverbials oc-
cur in the post-verbal position. For example:

E—NAMEBET TXZA P, —1Tread this book in a month’.

XABEEFT —1H T, —Tve been reading this book for a month’.

Although there is a clear difference in Russian as well, it 1s quite common to
encounter students’ misunderstanding of the difference between completive and
durable adverbials.

6. There 1s a number of semantic relevancies between English and Mandarin
that do not exist between Russian and Mandarin. These relevancies can be espe-
cially useful in cases of homonyms in the Russian language, that is, when one word
can be used in two different meanings without any differentiation in form in Rus-
sian, whereas in Mandarin (and similarly in English) it would be two different
words. For instance:

pemarts — decide/solve — JRTE/BRIR

gac — hour/o’clock — /NAH/ R

7. The concept of countable and uncountable nouns in English appears to be
highly facilitative for understanding the function of measure words in Mandarin.
Essentially, all nouns in Mandarin are uncountable. In order to add a plural form to
a noun, a classifier (i.e., a measure word) should be used. A similar occurrence can
be found in some of the uncountable nouns in English. While there are nouns like-
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wise uncountable in both English in Russian, some are countable in Russian, but
uncountable in English. Among such nouns are the words ‘advice’, ‘furniture’, ‘re-
search’. In order to pluralize such nouns, a classifier is added, as in ‘two pieces of
advice’ or ‘three items of furniture’. A comparable phenomenon occurs in Manda-
rin, wherein a measure word accompanies the quantity, e.g. ‘=“N A’ (literal: three
units of people), ‘= TIEH# T (twenty handles of chairs), ‘FARHY (two roots
of trees).

A classifier in Mandarin normally reflects some kind of conceptual classifica-
tion of nouns. For instance, there is one classifier for nouns representing people,
another for nouns denoting flat objects, another for nouns representing periods of
time etc. [11, c. 3].

8. Complex object in English coincides with similar phrases in Mandarin, un-
like in Russian, where the word ‘kak’ (how) is added to connect the two parts of
the sentence, e.g., ‘S cnblmana, kak on cry4an B aBeps’ (literal: I heard how he
knocked on the door). Meanwhile, no conjunction is needed in either English and
Mandarin, e.g. ‘I heard him knock on the door’ — ‘F U7 JL it &R ()"

With regard to the phonological system, on the one hand, there is a number of
researchers arguing that Mandarin phonology must be accepted as a unique system,
elements of which do not exist in Russian or any other languages, hence any at-
tempt to find similar sounds in other languages is unacceptable. On the other hand,
it is undeniable that pinyin (official romanization system of Standard Chinese)
bears much more similarity with English than with Russian. Not only is it mani-
fested in the fact that pinyin uses letters present in the English alphabet, but it can
also be confirmed by the presence of sounds that are pronounced similarly in Man-
darin and English and are non-existent in Russian (e.g., ‘zh’, ng). Moreover, Eng-
lish can be used to exemplify the fact that some sounds simply do not exist in the
Russian language (e.g., 0 or 0), and instead of attempting to find an equivalent in
Russian, a new sound must be mastered.

By no means are we suggesting a total correlation between English and Man-
darin grammars. We realize the tremendous difference lying between the two lan-
guages’ syntactic systems. A number of ungrammaticalized notions such as num-
ber and tense in Chinese, difference in functions of passive voice (i.e., in English
passive is used to present impersonal, objective and formal register, whereas in
mandarin it is normally an “inflictive voice”) [11, c. 4] are just a few examples that
highlight the difference between the two grammar systems. However, we do not
want to focus too much on the phenomena that create distance between languages
because the existence of distance between two languages is considered a norm. The
idea that there could be a language with grammar patterns totally similar to another
language is simply unrealistic. Instead, we propose taking into consideration the
correspondences between English and Mandarin that can be used as a bridge to un-
familiar linguistic phenomena in the Mandarin language for Russian learners of
CFL in the context of educational plurilingualism.
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