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Abstrakt: 

 

 Bakalářská práce Románské vlivy na anglickou slovní zásobu se zabývá dopady 

románských jazyků na angličtinu, které jsou nejvíce zřetelné v její slovní zásobě. Zároveň 

se snaží zjistit, jaké je povědomí studentů anglického jazyka o jejich vlivu.  Praktická část 

práce je založena na výzkumu ve formě dotazníku, který byl rozdán studentům anglického 

jazyka na Pedagogické fakultě Univerzity Karlovy v Praze. Dotazník sestává ze čtyř 

cvičení zaměřených na různá specifika vlivu románských jazyků, která jsou viditelná 

v anglické slovní zásobě. Výzkum ukázal, že studenti nemají nikterak zvláštní povědomí o 

románském původu mnohých slov v angličtině, zato ale zjistil, že čím déle se studenti učí 

anglicky, tím méně potíží s těmito slovy mají. Dotazník dále zkoumal, zda studenti, kteří 

umí také francouzsky nebo latinsky mají nějakou výhodu při osvojování anglické slovní 

zásoby. Výsledky potvrdily, že takoví studenti mohou využívat svých znalostí ku 

prospěchu, nicméně by si již měli být ve francouzštině jistí, její povrchní znalost by totiž 

mohla vést spíše k problémům. 
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Abstract 

 

The bachelor thesis Romance Influence on the English Wordstock is concerned with 

the Romance impacts on English, which is most noticeable in its wordstock, and 

simultaneously it tries to find out what the awareness of learners of English of these 

influences is. The practical part is based on research in the form of a questionnaire which 

was distributed among English students of the Faculty of Education, Charles University in 

Prague and which consists of four exercises where various Romance specifics can be 

found. The research revealed that students do not have a particular cognizance of Romance 

influence but it showed that the longer the students study English, the fewer problems they 

have with the words coming from Romance languages. It also studied whether students 

who know the French or Latin language have an advantage when acquiring the English 

vocabulary. The result affirms that these people may profit from their knowledge when 

learning English expressions similar to the French ones but they should already be 

confident in the language, otherwise the superficial knowledge of it can cause problems. 
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Introduction 

 
There exist almost seven thousand living languages in the world that 

unintentionally influence other languages and at the same time are being influenced by 

them. Thanks to the everyday use of their native speakers, they adopt various specifics as 

well as their own features affect structures and worstocks of a number of different 

languages. It is obvious that these influences have always been present for many years: in 

the times of migration of peoples, in the Age of Exploration or now in the days of 

globalisation. 

To help the progress move faster, or to make the communication between the 

nations easier, we learn foreign languages that change our mother tongues, and our mother 

tongues have impacts on the other languages. In brief, the word influence, which is primary 

in the title of this work and which will also accompany it till the end, inevitably plays an 

important role in the development of modern cultures and especially in the development of 

modern languages. 

In the history of the English language, the crucial influence was caused by the 

Roman and French inhabitants who resided in the British Isles at several times in their 

history. Apart from the English culture and English people they had a considerable impact 

on the English wordstock and its subsequent formation. This may account for the fact that 

the English language may sometimes resemble more a Romance language than a Germanic 

one although its structure and the core vocabulary prove its Germanic roots. 

Romance influence is grounded principally in the lexical contribution to English. It 

now consists of many Latin and French words, borrowings and also morphemes. Even 

though words of Romance origin may be perceived to be classy or even snobbish, they 

actually form an inseparable part of English, which its speakers might not even discern. 

Similarly, they do not need to be distinguished by learners of English as a second language 

although the knowledge of Romance origins in English could potentially help them with 

acquiring the English vocabulary. 

That is why this thesis, Romance Influence on the English Wordstock, consists of 

two parts. The theoretical one will concentrate on the main points of Romance influence in 

the history of English and especially in the English wordstock with respect to its 

similarities to Modern French and other Romance languages. The second, practical part 

will try to get an overview of the awareness of English speaking people of the Romance 
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impact on the language and whether the knowledge of Latin or French of students of the 

English language may contribute to it. All these hypotheses will be examined on the basis 

of a questionnaire. 

The main objective of the thesis is to find out whether the command of Romance 

language does more harm or good when acquiring English as a second language, which 

can help the students who learn both English and French or another Romance language to 

concentrate on the false cognates or, on the other hand, on the similar features of the two. 

Eventually, results of the research may also help teachers of the English language whose 

students know a Romance language, either to use the similarities when presenting new 

vocabulary to explain it better, or vice versa to focus on the most problematical parts, the 

above mentioned false cognates. 
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1. Depiction of the History of the English Lexicon 

 
It has been a long journey from the Indo-European Language through Common 

Germanic, West Germanic, Anglo-Frisian, and subsequently from Old English through 

Middle English to Modern English (Potter, 1966: 10). The progress was necessarily 

connected with many changes. Before describing the French influence on English, it is 

necessary to briefly mention the origin of the language and its early formation. 

The British Islands were originally inhabited by Iberians, but they were pushed out 

of the fertile ground by Celts in between the 6th and 4th centuries B.C. There were two 

tribes of them. The Gaels gave their language to Ireland and Scotland, the Britons to the 

rest of the islands and to Brittany in today’s France. Not only did they establish a viable 

civilization, but also they kept close contact with the continent (Chlubný, 2004). 

In 55 BC, Britannia became the military objective of Caesar and thus, England and 

Wales were conquered. As competent colonizers, the Romans built a large number of roads 

and towns (e.g. Lundinium became an important harbour - London today). Consequently, 

the current cities whose names end with –chester or –cester were formerly Roman military 

camps (Chlubný, 2011). It is therefore obvious that since then, the Roman language has  

had an impact on the way the original inhabitants of the British Islands spoke. 

Thanks to the fact that the Roman colonization, which lasted until the 4th century 

AD, was not violent, people kept their own Celtic dialects, although a number of them 

might have spoken some Latin (Chlubný, 2004). Nevertheless, Latin was already present in 

towns where most inscriptions in Latin were written by military officers or artisans (Potter, 

1966: 18), and it penetrated into English in the form of about fifty Latin words from the 

military and commercial area (e.g. cheap from cēap,), household (e.g. kitchen from 

cycene), etc. (Nist, 1966: 89). 

1.1. Old English 

The Old English period commenced after Anglo-Saxons, arriving at the British 

Isles in the 5th century, secured their lands. These Germanic tribes had a crucial influence 

on the current form of English because, as Barber says: “Their language remained the 

dominant one” (1993: 101). On that account, it should not be forgotten although it is not 

entirely related to the Romanisation of the language. 



 - 11 - 

Angles, Saxons and Jutes, coming from various corners of present-day Germany 

and Denmark oppressed the former nation in that the language of those who stayed in what 

is later called England had no particular recognition. Several Germanic dialects spread 

throughout the country instead. The most probable one from which English has developed 

is Anglian (Barber, 1993: 106). 

This period of time is remarkable for the arrival of Christianity which contributed 

to the beginnings of learning and writing of the clergy in England which was held in Latin. 

Northumbria in the North of today’s England became a European centre of learning of that 

time. Later, King Alfred the Great translated Latin texts but also started writing English 

ones himself, which made English a sufficient literary language (Potter, 1966: 19-20). 

1.1.1. Latin Influence 

Old English itself drew vocabulary from its Germanic roots and it enlarged it 

mainly by derivation. Later with the Conversion to Christianity, it lacked the means to 

name items of the new reality. For this purpose, it accepted only several borrowings from 

Greek and Latin at that time, though, since it was adequate to create new words from its 

own resources. However, several word forms came from Latin as well: e.g. bishop (from 

biscop), monk (from monachus), monastery (from mynster) (Barber, 1993: 122). Nist 

suggests a number of at least 450 Latin expressions and he also gives examples of religious 

terms (demon, prophet), literary borrowings (history, paper, title), botanical names (laurel, 

cucumber, ginger) and medical items (cancer, paralysis) imported from Latin. He also 

mentions Latin borrowings (such as bibliotheca, cathedra, etc.) that were not assimilated 

by Old English, but which only entered it at that time and were reintroduced into English 

later (1966: 98-99). 

Nist states that “The second period of Latin influx, both in ecclesiastical and in 

domestic terms, helped to prepare the way for the later hybrid development of English.” 

(1966: 91). 

1.1.2. Scandinavian Influence 

 From 750 to 1050, Vikings from Scandinavia, mostly Danes and Norwegians, 

came to the British Isles and their massive invasion helped them to establish several 

kingdoms there. The language of Norsemen was very similar to Old English and they 

could understand each other. They mingled together before the Old Norse died out by the 

14th century. The Scandinavian influence on English is mostly visible, apart from place 
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names, in the lexis (e.g. the verb to take replaced to nim) and also in phonology, as many 

vowel and consonant changes were adopted (Barber, 1993: 127-134). 

1.2. Middle English 

The English king Edward the Confessor, who reigned from 1042 to 1066, was a 

weak monarch who not only had no descendant to his throne but also did not form an army 

to protect his kingdom against continental invasions. Consequently, his country was not 

fully prepared for William the Conqueror who learned new military techniques in 

continental Europe and invaded the decaying England in 1066 (Nist, 1966: 103-104). 

This turning point in the history of the English language transformed the 

morphologically synthetic Old English to an analytical language, but it had also an impact 

on the language which was eventually overshadowed by French and the French ruling 

monarchy on the English throne. The former English aristocracy lost their lands and also 

the ecclesiastical offices were controlled by the Normans. Thanks to the high posts held by 

them, the French language gained its prestige. It was used in everyday institutions and so 

the English people were little by little impelled to learn French (Barber, 1993: 136). 

1.2.1. The French Influence 

During the period of Middle English (1100 – 1400), there actually existed 

numerous dialects of the English language. They adopted Scandinavian loans in the north 

and east; yet most considerably, they were influenced by French, which was spoken in 

London, the centre of administration, from where the French borrowings spread to the west 

and north as well. Until the end of the 14th century, French was present in all the varieties 

of English (Barber, 1993: 140). 

1.2.1.1. Main Points in the History of the French Language 

Before describing concrete aspects of the French influence on English, it is 

necessary to highlight main points in the history of the French language. The country of 

today’s France had been first in control of Iberians, Ligures, and Aquitanians before it was 

raided by Celts and Romans. The latter brought Latin into France but their inhabitants used 

Vulgar Latin, which diverged from the Classical Latin and which gave the base for almost 

all the Romance languages that exist today. Latin influence is mostly visible in the names 

of French cities: e.g. Paris, Nantes, Amiens, etc. (Walter, 1988: 30-35). 
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In the 3rd century, Germanic tribes invaded France and they brought there several 

Germanic dialects; among them a Frankish dialect which had little in common with what is 

called French today, but which gave many loan words to the French language.  

At the turn of the 5th and the 6th centuries, with the baptism of Clovis I, Latin 

became the official language of Christianity and education, as well as the unifying 

language of tens of Germanic kingdoms all around the country (Leclerc, 2010). 

Nevertheless, the language became more and more rustic and people could not understand 

the sermons, so far was it from the Classical Latin. In the 9th century, King Charlemagne’s 

attempt for a restoration of the pure form of the language was eventually unsuccessful, 

since the people already spoke Gallo Roman (Walter, 1988: 58-59). 

The first appearance of the Roman language as such was first to be seen in the 

manuscript Oaths of Strasbourg from 842 and the first sovereign supposed to speak French 

as his mother tongue was Hugo Capet at the end of the 10th century (Leclerc, 2010). 

Similarly to England, various kingdoms that existed in the land of today’s France 

had been raided by Vikings. To protect itself from further Norsemen inroads, France 

surrendered to them a country which was later called Normandy and its population 

Normans. In the 11th century, they were already adapted to the Roman culture and with 

certain differences (mostly Germanic), in comparison with other French dialects; they 

spoke the French language (Barber, 1993: 133-134). 

1.2.1.2. Language Situation on the British Isles 

Such a form of Norman French started to be used in England, since the Battle of 

Hastings in 1066 commenced the period of three centuries when the English kings spoke 

French and when the English abbots preached in Latin and French only. 

Naturally, English was not completely forgotten but started to be mixed with 

French, which resulted in a language called Anglo-Norman. This one too, did not last for 

long, since a Parisian dialect, named Central French, was spreading in England and soon 

became the language of the English court (Barber, 1993: 140-141). 

Therefore, it is not unusual that from the existence of two French dialects, English 

adopted a word twice, once from the Norman and once from the Central French (which 

was more fashionable) and their senses vary in Modern English (Barber, 1993: 148). As 

examples of these doublets in English Potter states the following words which existed at 
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the same time side by side: chase, guardian, guarantee, gage, regard from Central French 

and catch, warden, warrant, wage, reward from Norman French (1966: 35). 

The third language which remained on the British Isles was Latin. The language of 

the Church was still being used; furthermore, it served as the international means of 

communication (Barber, 1993: 140). 

Consequently, Latin together with French (developed from Latin) were both 

shaping the English wordstock in a distinctive manner. Therefore, the etymology of 

English words always oscillates between the two – some might have come directly from 

Latin (e.g. private), others might have come from Latin through French (e.g. solitude), 

some had only French roots (e.g. tennis), which is very difficult to determine with 

certainty. 

For the coexistence of the three languages, there were often to be found lexical 

twins or even triplets, which had almost the same meaning. Crystal (2007: 124) gives 

examples of these synonyms which came to English from three different origins (see 

Table 1): 

 

Old English French Latin 
guts courage --- 
climb --- ascend 
happiness --- felicity 
house mansion --- 
wish desire --- 
rise mount ascend 
ask question interrogate 
kingly royal regal 
holy sacred consecrated 
fire flame conflagration 

Table 1 (Lexical twins and triplets; Crystal, 2007: 124). 

 

The distinction between them is based on the type of usage they offered in various 

situations. English words were used by people from a lower class, while the French ones 

were used by the aristocracy on the English court; and as it has been already said, Latin 

words had their utilization among the clergy. 

What is significant about the synonyms is that throughout the history of English, 

their separate senses were transferred and some of them might not be used today as 
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synonyms at all. Potter also mentions “valuable and differing distinction between words,” 

such as: readable x legible, eatable x edible, answerable x responsible (1966: 38). 

Sometimes, the denotations remained the same after all, but the words can be 

expressed only in certain situations (guts vs. courage). It is because English adopted new 

words to name the same things but in a more noble way (Barber, 1993: 146). Potter offers 

the following examples: shire vs. county, town vs. city, hall vs. palace, home vs. domicile, 

room vs. chamber, house vs. mansion, residence (1966: 36). French names were also 

applied for more elegant occupations: carpenter, draper, painter, tailor, etc. (Potter, 1966: 

36). 

It may be that the connotations or associations differ from the originally English 

expressions which are “generally stronger, more physical and more human;” e.g. hearty 

welcome vs. cordial reception, freedom vs. liberty, friendship vs. amity, kingship vs. 

royalty, holiness vs. sanctity, happiness vs. felicity, depth vs. profundity (Potter, 1966: 37). 

The French loan words soon adopted English affixes and were assimilated for the 

English people’s purposes. The lexicalization took place immediately as the language was 

already used to receiving expressions from Romance origin. Barber gives examples of 

these French stems with English affixes: beautiful, preaching and ungracious (1993: 149). 

Nevertheless, French, a literary language for the French speaking court in England 

has never become the mother tongue for the majority of the English population. In the 13th 

century, there arose a feeling of nationalism and a need for the return to English and 

finally, when King John lost Normandy, French died out on the British Isles. In the 14th 

century, Chaucer strongly contributed to the national feeling and eventually, in 1362 

English became the official language. Its standard was based on East Midland dialect and it 

spread to London, whose dialect later expanded by the invention of printing (Barber, 1993: 

140-145). 

1.3. Modern English 

 In the 15th century, English began securing its position in society. However, there 

still existed a great influence of Latin as the instrument of learning. Universities taught 

classical Latin, scientists used it for their works and its mediating function continued. The 

need of introducing scientific vocabulary to balance the English language with Latin was 

proved again, but was unfortunately realized by adopting borrowings of Romance origin 

into English, e.g. abdomen, formula, etc. (Barber, 1993: 175). 
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 The period of Modern English commenced in the second half of the 16th century, 

after the Great Vowel Shift had been completed. Potter states that “The classical 

Renaissance of the 16th century led to a yet more wholesale importation of Latin words.” 

(1966: 44). There again originated new English words that might have come both from 

Latin or French (e.g. position, solid), or were taken directly from Latin (e.g. item, major). 

English scholars were so enthusiastic about classical Latin that they reshaped loan words 

of French origin to sound more Latin, for example: descryve to describe, peynture to 

picture, avys to advice, aventure to adventure. Some words were changed only in spelling, 

but their pronunciation remained the same (dette to debt, doute to doubt). Necessarily, 

there appeared again many doublets because of the double influence from French and 

Latin, such as: sure – secure, chapter – capital, count – compute (Potter, 1966: 44-46). To 

illustrate the “double influence” in the Elizabethan area, Nist uses the following picture 

(Table 2). 

 
  Latin 
 

English          French 

Table 2 (Latin and French 
influence on English; Nist, 
1966: 299) 

 

Latin had an impact not only on the English vocabulary as such, but also on the 

word formation of its own lexicon. So, Latin morphemes (usually affixes) were largely 

used and are still in use in the scientific language today (Barber, 1993: 179). 

 While, the scientific vocabulary around 1700 was formed from various sources, 

including Greek and Latin, but also from German, Italian, Swedish, etc., the general 

vocabulary was enriched by exotic languages thanks to the vastness of the British Empire. 

However, French was not set aside and English now has French expressions for fashion 

(suede), arts (critique) and motoring (garage). Also Italian gave English words of arts: 

fiasco, replica, scenario, studio, etc. (Barber, 1993: 219). 

 After the maturing of Modern English in 1800 till 1920, full of social and 

technological influences, morphological and semantic shifts and grammatical innovations 

(Nist, 1966: 301-326), English was used to receiving any changes in vocabulary and 

already differentiated to various accents, so that it could easily become the means of 

international communication. 
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2. English as a Second Language 

 
 English is learned as a second language by people all around the world. However, 

everyone has different dispositions and that is why it is necessary to take into consideration 

both internal and external influences to which people are exposed. 

A second (or third, fourth, etc.) language represents such a language that is acquired 

after a learner masters his/her first language (or mother tongue) in the environment where 

it is usually used (Klein, 1986: 19). Thanks to the vast British Empire, English, as a second 

language, may be acquired not only in Britain, the USA or Australia (e.g. in case of 

immigrants), but also in British colonies where English is an official language but the 

population does not learn it from birth. It is interesting to mention here Smith’s statement 

that he presented in his Readings in English as an International Language: “Throughout 

the world today English is predominantly spoken as a second rather than as a first 

language.” (1983). 

Klein claims that in the case of countries where the English language is not official 

and is not even used in everyday communication of the country’s population (which means 

that it can only be studied through instruction), it should be called a foreign language 

(1986: 19). For the purposes of this thesis, which is focused on advanced students of the 

English language at the university level; on students who are, according to Klein, acquiring 

it as a foreign language, we will not distinguish between the two terms (foreign vs. second 

language) as the latter expression also comprises the former. 

2.1. Language Acquisition 

 The term language acquisition comprises in itself not only a second language, but 

also the mother tongue that is acquired from early childhood along with cognitive, social 

and linguistic skills and is of most (often life-long) importance. The first language may 

also be the name for the one a child learns simultaneously with another, for example in 

case of his/her parents’ different language origins (Klein, 1986: 3-13). 

 Second language acquisition is defined as the process of acquiring a foreign 

language, which can be realized by two ways. Firstly, a second language acquisition 

corresponds to the way of adopting a mother tongue. People usually move to a country 

with whose language they are not familiar and thus they learn it without a tutor 

subconsciously by implicit, natural learning (Krashen, 1987: 10). The similarity with the 



 - 18 - 

first language acquisition is that the people do not actually know that they are acquiring a 

language nor do they know the rules of it and still, they can feel what is right and what a 

mistake is (Krashen, 1987: 10). Klein calls this a spontaneous learning and he distinguishes 

two ways of such acquisition: everyday communication and acquisition without systematic 

and intentional intervention, although he admits that language learning is always guided 

somehow (1986: 16-18). 

 The other way of acquiring a second language is via learning its particularities, or 

simply its grammar. Krashen refers to it as learning about language (1987: 10), while 

Klein talks about a guided language learning (1986: 19). Although it is very important to 

take into consideration various conditions to which a learner is exposed - cognitive, 

neurological, psychomotor and affective (Brown, 1987: 42-51), the most important aspect 

for this thesis is a learner’s linguistic background. 

2.1.1. Learning Conditions 

2.1.1.1. Linguistic Consideration 

For small children, non simultaneous second language acquisition does not 

represent any noticeable differences from the cognitive processes of the first language 

acquisition, while with adults; second language acquisition brings larger distinctions 

(Brown, 1987: 52). A vast majority of adults learn a second language in a classroom and 

so, out of the natural process of acquiring a language. They differ from children in that 

they “approach a second language systematically and attempt to formulate linguistic rules 

on the basis of whatever linguistic information is available to them – information both 

from the native language and from the second language itself” (Brown, 1987: 53). 

Contrary to this claim, Klein says that from the point of view of identity hypothesis 

(opposite of contrastive hypothesis, see 2.2.Language Interference) “it is irrelevant for 

language acquisition whether or not any other language has been learned before” (1986: 

23), which is basically opposed to the expectations of the research of this thesis. 

2.1.1.2. Learner’s Characteristics 

 As for the age of a learner of a second language; however old s/he is, they have all 

already mastered more or less at least one language, which can help them in a sense that 

they know how a language works, unless their wrong guesses fail them (Lightbown and 

Spada, 1993: 21). Although it is generally viewed that younger learners have a more 
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advantageous position than their adult colleagues, according to Krashen, this claim does 

not have to necessarily hold true (1987: 44). He states several examples of better ease in 

communication for adults (e.g. they are more likely to ask a lecturer to repeat, or speak 

more slowly). Another advantage for adult learners, who have already finished most of 

their education, may be their larger knowledge of the world or, they are usually cognitively 

matured enough to engage problem solving and deduction (Lightbown and Spada, 1993: 

19). 

 However, there are still various second language aspects that a learner can never 

achieve entirely. For example, Klein says that a first language pronunciation is usually 

perfectly adopted while the second language pronunciation will never sound like the native 

accent (1986: 24). 

2.2. Language Interference 

The term as such has been referred to by Grosjean in a simplified manner as “the 

involuntary influence of one language on the other” (1982: 299). Brown claims that it is 

caused by human beings’ tendency to deal with anything new on the basis of already 

acquired knowledge, prior experiences and cognitive constructions and that for their help 

they use their logical thinking (1987: 81). 

 Klein offers here a theory of a contrastive hypothesis that asserts that “the 

acquisition of a second language is largely determined by the structure of an earlier 

acquired language (1986: 25).” This actually does not have to necessarily result in a 

negative interference between two contrasting languages, although many linguistic theories 

tend to avoid it. If the first language structure corresponds to the structure of the target 

language, then such transfer may be also positive (Klein, 1986: 25). Moreover, Brown 

supports this argument saying that interference from the first language does not play a 

crucial role in adult second language acquisition as those learners often make similar 

mistakes to those of children when acquiring their mother tongue (Brown, 1987: 52). 

2.2.1. English versus French Interference 

 The most noticeable influence of the French language on English is naturally 

apparent in the pronunciation both on the segmental and suprasegmental level. However, 

the lexical interference between the two can surprise the partner of a communication as 

well, mainly in case that s/he does not know French. This type of a restraint is caused by 
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borrowing a word from one language, changing it phonologically and morphologically 

according to the target language and putting it there (Grosjean, 1982: 302). Obviously, this 

does not have to work in every situation, yet it might help the students to at least make out 

a word which would resemble the target one. 

It is important to mention here that thanks to the Latin contribution to both 

languages concerned and their simultaneous influence on each other, the learner may very 

often guess right. To prove this on examples, the word information differs from its French 

twin only in pronunciation, thus if a learner adapts the phonological rules to the target 

language, he does not have to be worried about not being comprehended. To the contrary, 

even though the word demonstration is very similar to French démonstration, the situation 

may be different if the learner uses the French accent to pronounce it. He might very 

probably be misunderstood because démonstration in French only means “presentation” or 

“illustration” and the language has a different expression for “gathering of people in the 

streets to show their opposition to something.” 

To sum up briefly, the knowledge of French language may indeed help English 

learners, but it can also cause many difficulties not only in communication but also in 

spelling and other uses of the language. How big the positive point of view of knowledge 

of a Romance Language is when adopting English as a second language, will be the main 

subject of the following research, along with the general students’ awareness of the 

Romance influence on the English wordstock. 



 - 21 - 

3. Research 

 
Ce n’est pas un crime de savoir plusieurs langues, c’est plutôt un malheur. 

Jean Paulhan 
 

 To interpret Jean Paulhan’s quote, it says that it is not a sin to know more 

languages; but actually, it does rather more harm than good. Paulhan tells us that it is a 

kind of a mischief which is played on us and which causes us troubles. The following 

research focuses both on students who learn English as the only second language and on 

students who try to acquire more foreign languages. This study will tell us whether there is 

a difference between them. 

Firstly, the objective of the research is to find out whether students of English have 

an awareness of the appearance of Latin or French in the English lexis whose considerable 

part is based on borrowings from Romance languages. It is generally known that such 

words are usually longer than those of Germanic origin, their pronunciation might be 

different from the common rules and if they are to be chosen either from Romance or 

Germanic origin, they mostly appear in the more formal situations. That is why they might 

often cause problems to learners of English as a second language be it the correct use, 

spelling or the way of pronunciation. 

 Consequently, there arises a supposition that people who learn English and who 

simultaneously speak a Romance language have an advantage over those who can speak 

neither Latin nor French. So secondly, another aim of the research is to ascertain whether 

this hypothesis may be true or if, on the contrary, the knowledge of Romance languages is 

of little importance. 

3.1. Questionnaire 

The research as such takes the form of a questionnaire which is to be found in the 

appendix of the thesis (page 37). It was distributed among students of the Bachelor 

programme at the Faculty of Education, Charles University in Prague for the following 

reason: The students of English language as one of their fields of study are considered to 

be at the advanced level of the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages. These learners have the capacity to perceive the language not only as a means 

of communication but mainly as a system of linguistic rules which they acquire during 
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their studies. Therefore, they were chosen as suitable respondents for the purposes of a 

linguistically based thesis. 

3.1.1. Hypotheses 

The knowledge of English of the students described above naturally varies among 

the years they have spent studying the language. It is supposed that younger students in the 

first year are less aware of the French and Latin influence on English, while the third year 

students should be able to recognize it and also to apply their learning in practice (see 

3.2.2.Hypothesis 1, page 27). 

 As the Faculty of Education requires a combination of studies, there are a number 

of English students who, apart from English language and literature, also study the French 

language. Those will naturally get a deeper attention during the research as they are 

assumed to be able to better understand the Romance origins in English because of their 

more extensive knowledge of French and again their better capacity for a linguistic view 

into the structures of both languages (see 3.2.3.Hypothesis 2, page 28). Nevertheless, the 

students’ language background will also be taken into consideration, since the knowledge 

of Latin, Italian, Spanish or other Romance languages, all of which originated from the 

Vulgar Latin, may have a potential effect on the students’ awareness of their appearance in 

the English wordstock (see 3.2.4.Hypothesis 3, page 29). 

All these characteristics of the questionnaire respondents are part of the first page 

with introductory questions which must be all answered so that the questionnaire is 

relevant. They are asked about their sex and age, but mainly about the years of studies at 

the Faculty of Education, their combination of studies, the languages they know and also 

for how long they have learned them. (The impacts of duration of acquiring French or 

Latin will be discussed in 3.2.5.Hypothesis 4, page 30). Students are informed about their 

anonymity. 

3.1.2. Methodology 

 As for the second part of the questionnaire, it consists of four separate exercises 

which include several aspects of the Romance influences on the English wordstock. Three 

of them require specific answers and excluding the first exercise, they might be more or 

less filled in with only a superficial knowledge of French or Latin. The fourth exercise is 

more creative because of its form of a translation. What is most difficult about it is that it 
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demands the learner’s deeper reflection about the interference of Latin and French into 

English. All the practical part of the research can be presented as follows. 

3.1.2.1. Exercise A 

 The students’ awareness of the Romance influence on English is very easily seen in 

Exercise A. Respondents have to underline words they think are of Romance origin (either 

Latin or French). The two sentences used for this task were taken from two different 

sources. The choice is obvious; a literary work contains fewer words of Romance origin 

than a scientific study and the examples prove it. (While Emily Brontë’s sentence consists 

of 30 words of which one fifth are of Romance origin, Simeon Potter’s statement has 23 

words, and those of Romance origin make up more than one third.) 

 This fact might have helped the respondents in case they knew that Latin words 

were largely borrowed mainly to name new scientific items and inventions. Another useful 

piece of information would be the knowledge that Germanic words (not only in English) 

tend to be very short unlike the Romance which are usually longer. However, the words 

sudden, farm, order, etc. may confuse the respondents very easily. On the contrary, 

learners of French could be very well aware of the French equivalents to the three 

mentioned words: soudain, ferme, ordre, which they could use as a key to the exercise. 

 The entire questionnaire will be assessed in points, 46 points being the maximum. 

In the first exercise, respondents will get a point for each correctly underlined word, which 

makes 14 points in total. 

3.1.2.2. Exercise B 

 Exercise B is based on verb synonyms, one of English and the other of Latin or 

French origin. Respondents must decide whether one synonym can be replaced by the 

other so that the meanings of the given sentences remain the same. This requires a broader 

vocabulary of English but again the knowledge of French may be helpful (e.g. in the cases 

of to buy – to purchase and to omit – to leave out). A tricky question may be considered 

the collocation to ask for troubles and also the phrasal verb look into which is always 

learned as a synonym to the verb to investigate, but not in this case, as “into” here is a 

preposition free from the verb and thus the whole expression only looks like a phrasal verb. 

 Nevertheless, this exercise might be filled in correctly with only a good command 

of the English vocabulary. Respondents have to know which of the two synonyms are 

usually perceived as more formal, which is the second part of the exercise. They can get 
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six points; four for the right decisions and two more for the correct determination of more 

formal expressions. 

3.1.2.3. Exercise C 

 A more difficult question arises with the lexical triplets used in Exercise C. The 

words were synonyms in the past but they do not have to be now as their meanings might 

have been transferred. The first sentence may be mentioned as an example. Respondents 

have to choose between the verbs to ask – to question – to interrogate, to fill them in a 

sentence so that it makes sense. More options may be correct (in any of the four sentences). 

The expression question came from Old French questionner meaning to ask. Similarly, 

interrogate from Latin interrogare meant to ask, or to interrogate as in judicature, which 

equals the Modern English sense. The answerers must know that only to ask has kept its 

own sense, while to question and to interrogate are synonyms in Modern English and 

mean to interview, to ask many questions about something, which does not fit with the 

sentence. 

 Here again, learners of French may have an advantage in case of words similar to 

their French twins that do not occur in English so often (e.g. to commence vs. commencer). 

Some of them are, after all, outdated, but this may be true also for some words of 

Germanic origin (e.g. the literary expression kingly). Therefore, a good command of 

English may help considerably. 

 There are four lexical triplets out of which eight words can be filled in the four 

sentences. Respondents can obtain eight points. 

3.1.2.4. Exercise D 

 The last exercise differs from the first three in that the respondents have no limits to 

options for their answers. Their task is to translate four easy sentences from Czech to 

English in such a way that they use as many words of Romance origin as possible. So, the 

respondents have quite a large choice as not only French or Latin expressions are taken 

into consideration but on the other hand, it may be limited by the breadth of their 

vocabulary of the English language. Learners of French may be very well aware of words 

that are synonymous in French and thus can think more easily about their English forms, 

e.g. childhood vs. infancy (=enfance). 

 The method of evaluating this exercise is naturally more complex. The best answers 

to be taken into consideration were mostly those which were translated word for word, 
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since then the respondent’s work with synonyms of Germanic and Romance origin is more 

apparent. If a respondent changes the syntax of the translated sentence in such a way that 

s/he completely avoids the expressions in question, the translation cannot be accepted. 

Similarly, if a translated word has more senses in it than the original Czech one, it is not 

included in the evaluation. Thus, for example, mít rád can be translated only as to like and 

no other propositions of Latin or French expressions such as adore, prefer, etc. bring 

points. As the objective of the exercise was to examine the awareness of the words of 

Romance origin and not the accurateness of writing them, the misspelled words were 

considered correct. (To remind, for those who do not speak French, the spelling of French 

words may cause problems.) 

 The difficulty level of the exercise has been assessed by the number of points (18 in 

total). One point is the word Italian, which is naturally of Italian origin, and even though 

its use in the translation was unintentional, it was taken into account. So was the word 

mosquito (from Spanish) for komár, as its synonym gnat is a slightly different type of 

insect and mosquito is thus the only possible translation. The correct use of expressions of 

Romance origin which may be easily replaced by a Germanic expression was assessed by 

two points (e.g. wood vs. forest). Cases which immediately offered the Germanic 

expression and one would have to search for more formal synonyms were assessed by 

three points (e.g. happy vs. joyful, joyous, jolly, cheerful, etc.). 

To conclude the overall evaluation of the questionnaire, a respondent can obtain 46 

points maximum. Their division among the four exercises is to be seen in the following 

Table 3: 

Exercise A 14 points 30,4% 
Exercise B 6 points 13,1% 
Exercise C 8 points 17,4% 
Exercise D 18 points 39,1% 
Total 46 points 100% 

Table 3 (Overview of maximum points available in the exercises) 
 

3.2. Results Evaluation 

3.2.1. The Data Obtained 

 The overall number of respondents who participated in the research was 129. 

Because the Faculty of Education degree is sought after by more female than male 

students, 96 women and 33 men participated in the research; the men making up only 
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25.6% of all the answerers. According to the years of studies, we have obtained 53 students 

from the first year, 22 from the second year and 54 from the third year (see Table 4). 

Total Sex Year 
 Male Female 1st 2nd 3rd 
129 33 96 53 22 54 

Table 4 (Respondents’ characteristics) 
 

From the whole number of respondents, 14 of them study the combination of the 

English and French languages; other combinations include more or less same number of 

students. As for the other languages, 17 students have already learned Latin, 56 students 

have studied French, and 28 students have studied Spanish. Respondents who speak Italian 

(6 students) or Portuguese (1 student) do not represent a proportional number so will be put 

together in a group of other Romance languages (see Table 5). 

 

 Number of students Combination English /French 
French 56 14  
Latin 17  
Spanish 28  
Italian 6  
Portuguese 1  

Table 5 (Division of students among Romance languages) 

 

To explain the system of evaluation of the data obtained in the research, there was a 

dual purpose to them. One considers the number of points the main means of evaluation 

and thus it assesses the overall accomplishment in the entire questionnaire no matter in 

which exercise the respondent received more or fewer points. The other compares the 

results according to the average percentage attained in each exercise independently. 

Therefore, a respondent was assessed not only according to the overall performance, but 

his/her success in the exercises was taken into consideration separately, so the percentage 

depicts his/her average performance in each exercise. 

Summarizing the general results, it must be said that nobody managed to get more 

than 90% of the questionnaire. The best respondent achieved 82% though (38 points) and 

this was an English-French combination second year student. However, no more than three 

other English and French students reached the top ten according to their average 

performance. Considering the number of points, four people would be included. 

The lowest number of points achieved was eight which belonged to an English-

Russian student. It must be noted here that two English-French students are also placed at 
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the bottom of the ranking. What is interesting about the final results of English and French 

students is that eight of them achieved a very high number of points (29 and more) in 

comparison to other performances; those were mostly from the third year. Their results 

were much influenced by first year students who, on the contrary, obtained only a very low 

amount of points (22 and less). 

Leaving the unequal numbers of men and women involved in the research out of 

account, it can be remarked that male students performed a little better than their female 

colleagues, because they have obtained 25.2 points in average while women got only 23.3 

points and were surpassed in three of the exercises, which may be surprising as girls are 

generally supposed to have a better natural aptitude for foreign languages. 

Nevertheless, in the overall evaluation of all the participants included in the 

questionnaire, the average number of points was 23.8, which was slightly above the half of 

the total. Their average performance tells similar information – 56.96% of success when 

completing the exercises, which does not represent a good awareness of Romance 

languages in English. In the following part, other expectations are to be evaluated. 

3.2.2. Hypothesis 1: 

Third year students are better aware of the Romance influence on the English 

wordstock than first year students. 

 The above stated supposition considers the first year students less capable of 

perceiving the influence of Romance languages on English than third year students. 

Naturally, the second year students are regarded as an intermediary stage between the two 

but as we have obtained quite a low number of second year respondents in comparison to 

the first and third years, there might have occurred a little deviation. The hypothesis proved 

correct in most of the exercises (indicated by letters A, B, C and D) as well as the overall 

average percentage of performances in each of the exercises, which can be seen in the table 

below. (Numbers in bold represent the best results). 

 

  Average number of points Average percentage 

Year A B C D Total A B C D Total 

1st 7,1 4,2 4,7 6,1 22,1 50,41% 69,49% 58,96% 33,96% 53,21% 

2nd 7,0 4,7 4,8 6,2 22,6 49,68% 78,03% 59,66% 34,34% 55,43% 

3rd 8,1 5,0 4,7 8,2 26,0 58,07% 83,02% 58,56% 45,47% 61,28% 

Table 6 (Results according to years of studies) 
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 It is evident that the longer the students study the English language at the Faculty of 

Education; the better their understanding of the Romance impact on English is, as the third 

year demonstrated about four points better results than the first year students. The evidence 

is also visible in the exercises A and D which are much more centred on the respondents’ 

knowledge of expressions coming from Latin or French than the other two. The biggest 

difference (2 points) has arisen in Exercise D, which is quite obvious as it was considered 

the most demanding one. However, Exercise C was for third year students most difficult 

and both the second and first year students performed a little better. They might have 

forgotten about the possibility of underlining more than one option since no other 

explanation considering their knowledge suggests itself. 

3.2.3. Hypothesis 2: 

Students with the combination English and French are better aware of Latin and 

French influence on the English wordstock than respondents studying other 

combinations. 

 This presumption is based on the fact that both Latin and French had a great impact 

on the English wordstock and so, many words in French resemble those in English. 

Consequently, it might be an advantage for people who speak either Latin or French to be 

aware of the possible influence.  The data suggest that the hypothesis has not quite been 

proven. See the results in Table 7. (Numbers in bold represent the highest figures). 
C

om
bination 

E
nglish +

 
 

P
ersons 

 A 
 

B 
 

C 
 

D 
 

A
verage 

 A 
 

B 
 

C 
 

D 
 

A
verage 

 

History 4 10,3 5,5 4,3 9,3 29,3 73,22% 91,66% 53,13% 51,38% 67,35% 
Music 13 8,2 4,7 5,2 7,1 25,2 58,79% 78,20% 65,38% 39,31% 60,42% 
French 14 8,1 4,1 4,4 9,6 26,4 58,16% 69,04% 55,36% 53,57% 59,03% 
Social 

sciences 15 7,7 4,7 5,1 7,2 24,6 54,76% 77,77% 63,33% 40,00% 58,97% 
Pedagogy 16 7,4 5,0 4,5 7,4 24,4 53,13% 83,33% 56,25% 41,32% 58,51% 
German 14 7,3 5,2 4,4 6,9 23,7 52,04% 86,90% 54,46% 38,09% 57,87% 
Maths 7 7,4 4,6 5,0 5,7 22,7 53,06% 76,19% 62,50% 31,74% 55,87% 
Czech 12 6,9 4,7 4,0 7,7 23,3 49,41% 77,77% 50,00% 42,59% 54,94% 

IT 12 6,5 4,7 5,0 5,0 21,2 46,43% 77,77% 62,50% 27,78% 53,62% 
Russian 17 7,3 4,0 4,8 5,8 21,9 52,10% 66,66% 60,29% 32,35% 52,85% 

Art 4 6,5 3,8 5,5 6,0 21,8 46,43% 62,50% 68,75% 33,33% 52,75% 
Maths + 
German 1 5 2 5 0 12 35,72% 33,33% 62,50% 0,00% 32,89% 

Table 7 (Results according to combinations of studies) 
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 To comment on the figures, it is obvious that the combination English and French 

does not have such a considerable effect on the students’ awareness of the Romance 

influence on English as was expected. They were third in the overall evaluation, which 

means that they performed in each exercise with 59% of success rate in average. It is 

caused by their low results in exercises B and C. On the other hand, when considering the 

number of points, they achieved the second place in the ranking thanks to their results in 

Exercise D, where they got the highest number of points; and partly thanks to Exercise A 

where they were actually supposed to perform better. 

It is History students who obtained two highest results from the exercises A and B 

(though the number of only four persons included may certainly have a distinctive impact). 

Their average number of success in Exercise B ran up to more than 91% which was not 

achieved in any other exercise and their overall performance reached almost 70% in each 

exercise. In addition to that, Exercise A was focused on indicating concrete words of 

Romance origin and thus was intended more for French students. History students’ results 

in Exercise A leaving other combinations far behind may have something in common with 

the obligatory Latin classes which they attend four semesters at the Faculty of Education. 

 Second place in the average percentage of exercises was achieved by students of 

Music. It was Art students (only four respondents) who managed to obtain almost 70% in 

Exercise C but who ended up at the last position. French students only gained the highest 

number of points in Exercise D, which was primarily expected of them, who were here 

supposed to use their knowledge of Romance languages. Art and Russian students showed 

the poorest results, yet the lowest number of points was achieved by students of 

Information technologies. (Results of only one respondent who studied English, Maths and 

German were not taken into account.) 

3.2.4. Hypothesis 3: 

Students who have learnt French or Latin are better aware of Romance borrowings 

in the English wordstock than students who do not know any Romance language. 

 This presumption considers not only those students who have French as their field 

of study at the Faculty, but also all who have ever acquired a Romance language are taken 

into account, which is a new point of view that could bring results quite different from 

those in Hypothesis 2. See Table 8 adjusted to the most frequent languages that were stated 

by the respondents. 
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 A B C D Average A B C D Average 
Romance l. 7,6 4,1 5,4 9,7 26,9 54,08% 69,04% 67,86% 53,96% 61,24% 
Spanish 8,4 5,0 4,9 7,1 25,3 59,70% 83,33% 61,16% 39,28% 60,87% 
Latin 8,6 4,5 4,8 8,4 26,2 61,35% 74,51% 59,56% 46,40% 60,45% 
French 8,1 4,5 4,8 7,8 25,1 57,91% 74,40% 59,82% 43,05% 58,80% 
Russian 7,7 4,5 4,7 6,4 23,4 54,97% 75,36% 59,24% 35,75% 56,33% 
German 7,5 4,6 4,6 6,8 23,5 53,37% 76,05% 57,76% 37,86% 56,26% 
Other l. 9,3 4,8 5,0 7,3 26,4 66,48% 79,48% 62,50% 40,59% 62,27% 

Table 8 (Results according to the languages ever acquired) 

 

Evidently, the highest average percentage of success in the exercises was achieved 

by the category “Other languages” (13 persons included) which represents a vast variety of 

languages that were mentioned by the respondents, such as: Arabic, Japanese, Norwegian, 

Ukrainian, etc. (It is necessary to mention that these people might also have learned a 

Romance language as well as those who belong to the group of German or Russian.) The 

highest average number of points was achieved by the students with other “Romance 

languages” (Italian or Portuguese). They have the best results in exercises C and also D, 

which means that in the translation using as many words of Romance origin as possible; 

their language background was most helpful. Spanish students lead only in exercise B, 

which could have been filled in correctly with only a superficial knowledge of a Romance 

language. 

According to the table of five most common languages, results of students who 

have studied a Romance language do not differ considerably from each others’, but they 

visibly have a better awareness of the Romance influence on English, as their results 

predominate over German and Russian students’ results. More importantly, French 

students have performed worse than other Romance languages students, which is surely 

caused by the interference between English and French, which thus seems to be negative. 

However, although the French group diverges a bit from the other Romance languages, it 

must be stated that the hypothesis was proven. 

3.2.5. Hypothesis 4: 

The longer people study French or Latin, the better their awareness of their presence 

in the English lexis is. 

 The above mentioned supposition also considers all the students who have ever 

learned one of the two languages. The results for the French and Latin languages are to be 
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seen in the following graphs where the number of years of studying the language and 

average number of points obtained in the questionnaire are taken into consideration. 
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Graph 1 ( Total amount of points in French) Graph 2 (Total amount of points in Latin) 

 

It is evident that in case of French, the hypothesis was proven valid. Although there 

are two deflections in the case of less-than-one-year long acquisition students and with 

five-year long acquisition students who performed better then those who have learned 

French for six or seven and more years, the curve is mostly growing. This means that long-

term study of the language guarantees better awareness of the presence of French in 

English. 

 On the other hand, in the case of Latin, the curve behaves exactly the opposite way 

and it goes down. The graph is basically against the hypothesis; however, it is most 

probable that it is caused by a small number of respondents who have learned Latin (17 in 

comparison with 56 respondents studying French), even though their proportional numbers 

were very equal in each of the years. Consequently, more input data would be necessary to 

better answer the question. 

3.3. Results of the Research 

 To summarize briefly, the questionnaire offered several objectives which were 

evaluated in four exercises aimed at the Romance influence on the English wordstock. 

Four hypotheses were examined and so, four results have emerged from the research. 

 Firstly, it has been stated that the longer students of English study the language at 

the Faculty of Education; the better is their awareness of the presence of Latin and French 

in the English lexis and naturally, their level of English also improves. 
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 The second supposition assumed that respondents studying the combination of 

English and French have a better understanding of the Romance origins in English. 

Although they appeared to have high results, their advantage over other combinations is 

not quite evident as they were surpassed in many aspects by other students. 

 Thirdly, people who have acquired a Romance language are better aware of English 

words coming from Romance origin than those who have not mastered much of those 

languages. On the other hand, it is not the knowledge of French which secures an absolute 

advantage when acquiring English as a second language. 

 Finally, in case someone already knows French, a longer duration of its practice 

promises better results in the way s/he masters the English vocabulary. 

 It is obvious now that learners of English usually have only a little awareness that 

the English lexis is partly based on Romance languages, as their results oscillate around the 

mid-point of success. The assumed result was considered a bit higher because all the 

respondents have been studying English from a linguistic point of view and so might have 

had a better understanding of the origins of English lexis. Even more surprising is the fact 

that knowledge of a Romance language can particularly help a student of English and it is 

not a useless ability but actually, it does not represent a guaranteed benefit. Considering the 

results of French learners compared with the other Romance language learners, French can 

also do more harm than good, so special attention should be paid in case of acquiring both 

French and English. 

To return back to the quote stated at the beginning of this chapter, Jean Paulhan was 

rather right saying that it is not a crime if you know more foreign languages; it may be an 

advantage in a way, but surely, it depends on the users – if they will allow their language 

abilities to do evil at the expenses of the English language, because they should be well 

aware of the consequences. 
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Conclusion 

 

 The English language, as the most frequent worldwide means of communication 

these days, has undergone many changes throughout its history, including Roman 

invasions, Germanic inroads, conversion of English people to Christianity or inventions in 

the scientific age. All of them have shaped the language hundreds of ways, out of which 

the Romance influence is the most perceptible. 

 One of the objectives of this thesis was to ascertain whether learners of the English 

language have an awareness of the romanized English wordstock. The results that arose 

were rather low. Not even students of the French language at the Faculty of Education 

possess a distinctive superiority over others. 

To state a more positive outcome of the questionnaire, the longer the students learn 

English, the better their awareness of the origins of English is and the better they can 

master words considered more difficult because of the Romance languages from which 

these expressions were borrowed. 

 Another result of the research which is to be mentioned here is the possibility of a 

better command of the English wordstock by students of a Romance language. They 

actually have a better understanding for the expressions coming from Romance origins, but 

especially the results of French students showed that sometimes the knowledge of French 

can have a negative effect when acquiring the English language, and it is important for 

them to pay attention to the similarities between the two languages, which can be very 

treacherous, and to the fact that the knowledge of French might prove a little risky. 

 The research also confirmed that in case of a long duration of studying the French 

language simultaneously with English may have a favourable effect on the knowledge of 

English words coming from Romance languages. This fact would mean that if a French 

learner masters the language properly, the advantage of speaking it can be useful. 

Therefore, French natives should have a considerable advantage when understanding the 

English lexis (at least in written form). 

 In recent days, the English language has become number one when deciding about 

the first foreign language to learn. Concurrently, there has also arisen a new trend of 

studying more second languages, but this thesis has answered several doubts about 

acquiring foreign languages. It should be first considered whether it is contributive or 
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rather the opposite to learn more languages at the same time, especially in case of French, 

because if one does not master one or another thoroughly, s/he can experience difficulties 

which would be caused by the mutual diffusion of the two languages. That is why, teachers 

of English should be also aware of their students’ language background, and should be able 

to help them with the false cognates to prevent unnecessary mistakes (in spelling or using 

the vocabulary). 

 On the other hand, it has been already said earlier in this thesis that the English 

language is more spoken as a second language rather than as a mother tongue. Here arises 

a completely new point of view: these errors of English speaking people all around the 

world may in the future be considered just another kind of influence. 
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