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Abstract. Russian prefixed verbs, in which the prefix functions as a word-forming morpheme, constitute
one of the most difficult areas of the language for foreign learners. The difficulty arises from the abundance
of verbal prefixes in Russian, the multiplicity of their meanings, and the intricate regularities of syntactic
and lexical combinability that govern prefixed verbs and their dependent words. This article presents a
systematic analysis of the semantics of four highly productive Russian verbal prefixes — za-, iz-, pere-,
and vy- — with the aim of clarifying the range of aspectual, spatial, and lexical meanings each contributes
to the base verb, and of proposing a methodological framework for teaching these meanings to non-native
learners, particularly Azerbaijani-speaking students. Drawing on the tradition of Russian aspectology and
word-formation theory, the study distinguishes the principal meaning types generated by each prefix,
illustrates them with contextualized sentence examples, and examines the patterns of case government
associated with prefixed verbs. The analysis demonstrates that prefixation is not a mechanical operation
but a rule-governed, semantically layered process whose mastery is essential for accurate lexical
comprehension, vocabulary expansion, and communicative competence in Russian. The article argues that
verbal prefixes should be taught systematically, in unity with the development of learners’ speaking and
writing skills, rather than as isolated grammatical items, and it offers concrete pedagogical
recommendations for the sequenced presentation of prefix semantics in the Russian-as-a-foreign-language
classroom.
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1. Introduction

Among the many challenges that confront learners of Russian as a foreign language, few are as
persistent or as pedagogically demanding as the system of verbal prefixation. Russian possesses some
twenty verbal prefixes, and the attachment of a prefix to a base verb performs two simultaneous and
interlocking functions: it typically perfectivizes the verb, contributing to the grammatical category of
aspect, and it modifies or specifies the verb’s lexical meaning, producing a new lexeme with its own
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semantic profile and combinatorial requirements. This dual grammatical-lexical character, together
with the sheer number of prefixes and the polysemy of each, makes prefixation one of the most
difficult areas of Russian for non-native learners to master (Janda, 1986; Cubberley, 2002).

The difficulty is compounded by the fact that a single prefix may generate a wide range of distinct
meanings depending on the semantics of the base verb to which it attaches. The prefix za-, for
example, can indicate motion behind an object, the beginning of an action, the covering of a surface,
or an excessive absorbing activity carried out to the subject’s detriment — meanings that appear, to
the learner, to have little in common. Mastery of the system therefore requires not the memorization
of individual prefixed verbs in isolation but an understanding of the meaning types that each prefix
systematically contributes, and of the way these types interact with the lexical semantics of base verbs
(gvedova, 1980; Townsend, 1975).

Questions of word formation occupy an important place in the teaching of Russian as a foreign
language. The correct use of Russian verbal prefixes is essential for the assimilation of vocabulary
and the expansion of learners’ lexical range; it underpins the development of speaking and writing
skills and largely guarantees the normativity of oral and written speech in communication. The
present study addresses this pedagogical challenge by undertaking a systematic analysis of four highly
productive Russian verbal prefixes — za-, iz-, pere-, and vy- — with the twin aims of clarifying the
principal meanings each prefix contributes to the base verb and of proposing a methodological
framework for teaching these meanings to non-native learners, with particular attention to
Azerbaijani-speaking students, for whom the Russian prefixal system has no direct structural
equivalent.

In developing a methodology for the study of these prefixes, we have sought to identify their principal
meanings in the sentence through concrete examples, and to establish which meanings it is most
appropriate to teach under specific instructional conditions and in the context of corresponding
exercises designed to illustrate and consolidate the grammatical material. It should be borne in mind
that in performing the proposed speech exercises, a range of variants is possible — involving greater
or lesser expansion of sentences, the use of the target verbs in different forms of the perfective and
imperfective aspects, in different tenses and moods, and the employment of participial and gerundial
forms.

2. Theoretical Background

The analysis is grounded in the tradition of Russian aspectology and word-formation theory, which
has established that verbal prefixation stands at the intersection of grammar and lexicon. The
Academy Grammar of Russian (Svedova, 1980) provides the foundational systematic description of
the prefixal system, cataloguing the meanings associated with each prefix and their interaction with
base-verb semantics. Within this tradition, prefixes are understood to contribute not only perfective
aspect but also a range of aktionsart or "manner-of-action" meanings — ingressive, resultative,
distributive, excessive, and others — that specify the temporal and quantitative contours of the
situation the verb denotes (Townsend, 1975; Forsyth, 1970).

Cognitive and structural approaches have further illuminated the internal coherence of prefix
semantics. Janda (1986), in a foundational cognitive-linguistic study of a set of Russian prefixes,
demonstrated that the apparently disparate meanings of a single prefix are not arbitrary but form radial
categories organized around spatial prototypes, with more abstract meanings derived from concrete

spatial ones through systematic metaphorical extension. On this view, the spatial meaning of za-
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(motion behind) and its temporal-aspectual meaning (inception) are connected by a coherent
conceptual pathway, and this connection can be exploited pedagogically to render the polysemy of
prefixes learnable rather than arbitrary (Krongauz, 1998; Endresen et al., 2012).

For the specific context of teaching Russian to Azerbaijani speakers, the contrastive dimension is
significant. Azerbaijani, as a Turkic language, expresses many of the spatial and aktionsart meanings
encoded by Russian prefixes through entirely different morphosyntactic means — postpositions,
auxiliary verbs, and case marking — so that the Russian prefixal system has no direct structural
counterpart in the learner’s first language (Mammadova, 2002; Gasimova, 1988). This typological
distance is the source of much of the difficulty Azerbaijani learners experience, and it makes explicit,
contrastively informed instruction especially valuable. The comparative study of Russian and
Azerbaijani verbal word formation has a substantial scholarly tradition on which such instruction can
draw (Mirzoyev, 1986; Mammadova, 2002).

3. Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical and pedagogically oriented methodology. For each of the
four prefixes under examination, the principal meaning types were identified on the basis of the
standard descriptive literature and illustrated with representative prefixed verbs and contextualized
sentence examples. Particular attention was given to the patterns of case government associated with
prefixed verbs, since the correct use of a prefixed verb requires command not only of its meaning but
of the case and prepositional constructions it governs. The examples are drawn from and modeled on
the established descriptive and pedagogical literature on Russian verbal prefixation, and are presented
in a form suitable for direct classroom use. The analysis proceeds prefix by prefix, and concludes
with a synthesis of pedagogical recommendations for the sequenced teaching of prefix semantics.

4. The Prefix za-

Our observations indicate that the attachment of the prefix za- to a base verb yields at least nine
distinguishable shades of meaning. First, certain verbs of motion acquire the meaning of movement
behind an object or into its depth:

Asemobyc ¢ mypucmamu 3aexan 3a yeon. — The bus with the tourists drove around the corner.
Pebama 3awnu 621y6w neca. — The boys went deep into the forest.
Second, verbs of motion with za- may denote an incidental action performed along the way:

Ilo 0opoee domoti cmyodenmsi 3auinu 6 KHudxcHwll mazazun. — On the way home the students
dropped into the bookshop.

Third, a large group of verbs with za- expresses the occupation of a position in space or the extension
of an action over the entire surface of an object; in this meaning za- verbs are more widely used than
in the preceding meanings:

T'opoo sacmpoen nogvimu domamu. — The city is built up with new houses.
Mawuna 3a6pvizeana neuwiexo0og epsaszvio. — The car spattered the pedestrians with mud.

Fourth, verbs of abstract action — of perception, thought, speech, or feeling — combined with za-
and the particle -sya acquire the meaning of an excessive, absorbing action, often carried out to the
subject’s own detriment:
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Tlaccasxcup 3auumancs u npoexan ceoro ocmanosky. — The passenger became so absorbed in
reading that he missed his stop.

Buepa cocmu 3acudenucs y nac donozona. — Yesterday the guests stayed with us until late.
Fifth, a number of za- verbs carry the meaning of obtaining or seizing:

Tpyo naypeama 3acnyscusaem scenapoonoeo ysadxcenusi. — The laureate’s work deserves
nationwide respect.

Sixth, verbs of planning and certain verbs of thought and purchase with za- convey the sense of
performing an action in advance:

I'pynna 3anaanuposana docpouro coams sxk3amenvl. — The group planned to take the exams
ahead of schedule.

Seventh, a small group of verbs with za- acquires the meaning of carrying an action through to its
conclusion or result (zamorozit’, zakonspektirovat’, zakonservirovat’). Eighth, certain verbs of
attitude toward a person (to praise, to caress, to torment) and the verbs to feed and to give gifts,
combined with za-, express an excessive action directed at an object:

Pebénox samyuun mame ceoumu sonpocamu. — The child wore out his mother with his
questions.

Ninth, a series of za- verbs denotes the enclosing or closing of a space:
IIpooasey axxypamno 3asepuyn nokynky. — The salesperson neatly wrapped the purchase.

The meanings of these verbs can also be clarified by forming word combinations based on
government relations. Many za- verbs require the accusative case, with or without a preposition, after
them: zaumu 3a depeso (to go behind a tree), sacvinamo 3emnio cnecom (to cover the ground with
SNow), 3axkpuimo auyo pykamu (to cover the face with one’s hands).

5. The Prefix iz-

The prefix iz- must be distinguished among the other prefixes that denote direction of action. In most
cases, verbs with iz- carry the meaning of movement from within or of removal:

Coin uz6néx ypok usz cayuusuiecocss. — The son drew a lesson from what had happened.

A second meaning is that of multidirectional action or the extension of movement in all directions,
formed with base verbs such as to ride, to walk, to run, and to climb:

Jlemom nawa epynna uzvesouna eco cmpary. — In the summer our group travelled all over
the country.
Anvnunucmor uznazunu éce ckaavl. — The climbers clambered over all the cliffs.

The largest group comprises verbs denoting marking on a surface (from to write, to draw, to trace),
contact with an object and its division into parts (from to beat, to pound, to tear, to cut), and verbs of
destruction (from to spend, to expend); with iz- these acquire the meaning of the extension of action
over the entire surface of an object, or the completeness of an action — to wear out, to cut up, to tear
to pieces, to use up:

Manvuux usopsan pyoawxy. — The boy tore his shirt to pieces.

Kocmrwom coecem uznocunca. — The suit has worn out completely.
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When these verbs are used in case constructions, characteristic government patterns emerge: verb +
accusative + genitive with the preposition u3 (ussreus nyao uz pawmsi, to extract a bullet from a
wound); verb + accusative + accusative with the preposition na (uspacxooosamev cpeocmea Ha
obopydosanue, to spend funds on equipment); and verb + accusative alone (u3dams npukas, to issue
an order).

6. The Prefix pere-

The prefix pere- possesses an especially broad range of meanings. First, verbs of motion and verbs
denoting displacement in space (to jump, to step, to throw) acquire with pere- the meaning of direction
of action across an object:

Ilepexooume yauyy ocmopoxcrno. — Cross the street carefully.
IImuywvl nepenemaiom 6 ménavie kpas. — The birds fly across to warmer regions.

Second, verbs of motion and displacement, together with verbs such as to place, to sit, to lie, and to
pour, acquire with pere- the shade of meaning of relocation from one place to another:

Haw coceo nepeexan 6 cmoauyy. — Our neighbour moved to the capital.
Xossaiika 0oma nepecmasuna sewu 6 komname. — The lady of the house rearranged the things
in the room.

Third, a lexically open group of verbs with pere- expresses the meaning of a repeated action or of
performing an action anew, in a different way:

Cmyoenm xouem nepeuumams 0oknad. — The student wants to re-read the report.

At this point it is useful to translate such words into the learner’s native language for illustration,
since among these verbs there are some that, besides the indicated meaning, are used in Azerbaijani
with a different sense — for instance, nepenucamo, which also conveys the meaning ké¢iirmak (to
copy out).

Fourth — and this presents the greatest difficulty for nationally educated students — verbs denoting
the division of an object or the separation of a part from the whole (to cut, to tear, to break, to gnaw,
to saw, to chop) acquire with pere- the meaning of dividing something into two parts or simply into
parts:

bpesno ouenvy moncmoe, eco mpyono nepenunums. — The log is very thick; it is hard to saw
through.

Fifth, another lexically open group of verbs with pere- carries the meaning of excess, of exceeding
the norm in some action:

Xossaiika nepeconuna 6opwy. — The hostess over-salted the borscht.
Cmyoenueckuil omps0 nepesvinoanun niai. — The student brigade overfulfilled the plan.

Sixth, some verbs with pere- denote the sequential extension of an action to a series of objects, or
indicate the exhaustiveness of an action:

Cmyoenm nepeuuman mnoeo knue. — The student has read through many books.
Cecmpa nepemsina 6cio nocydy. — My sister washed up all the dishes.

Seventh, certain verbs with pere- and the particle -sya acquire the meaning of reciprocal action:
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Jlpy3vs-nucamenu nepenucwvleaiomcs 6om yoice doaeue 200bi. — The writer-friends have been
corresponding for many years now.

Eighth, a further group of verbs with pere- can be used with the meaning of surpassing another
performer of the action or having an advantage in some action:

Monoooti yuénwiii cmoe nepecnopums ceoe2o onnorenma. — The young scholar managed to
out-argue his opponent.

Llaxmamucm nepexumpun conepruka ceoum xooom. — The chess player outwitted his
opponent with his move.

7. The Prefix vy-

Finally, we turn to the principal meanings of verbs with the prefix vy-. The first and most
characteristic meaning is that of movement from within — removal, extraction, or drawing out of
something. In this meaning the stress falls on the prefix (vy-):

Ilymewecmeennukuy gvluiiu uz ieca u Hanpasuiuce 8 2opod. — The travellers came out of the
forest and headed for the town.

Becnoii st goinyugy smy nmuyy uz kiemku na c60600y. — In spring I will release this bird from
the cage to freedom.

Moti dpye sviz0oposen u gvinucancs uz boavhuysl. — My friend recovered and was discharged
from the hospital.

The second characteristic meaning of vy- is the obtaining of a desired result over an extended period,
thanks to the action named in the verbal base. This is a fairly regular and productive model, especially
in colloquial speech, and here too the stress falls on the prefix:

Ilocne ooneux ycunuii cnopmemer sviuepan copesHosanue. — After long efforts the athlete
won the competition.

Bcé, umo on umeem, on evicmpaoan. — Everything he has, he won through suffering.

Verbs of this type — vyplakat’, vymolit’, vyprosit’, vyigrat’, vysluzhit’, vyzhit’, vystradat’, vyterpet’,
vyderzhat’, vystoyat” — share the semantic feature of a result achieved through prolonged, effortful,
or patient action, and they are best taught as a coherent group unified by this common meaning.

8. Discussion and Pedagogical Recommendations

The foregoing analysis, summarized in Table 1, demonstrates that each of the four prefixes examined
generates a structured range of meanings rather than a single fixed value, and that these meanings,
though numerous, are neither arbitrary nor unlearnable. They cluster around identifiable spatial and
aktionsart prototypes, and they interact in regular ways with the lexical semantics of base verbs.

In teaching the prefixal method of verb formation, it falls to the instructor to select those prefixes and
those of their meanings that it is appropriate to study under the specific conditions of the course. In
selecting the material and establishing the sequence of its study, the instructor — taking into account
the learners’ level of preparation, above all their lexical stock and the development of their reading
and speech skills — may return repeatedly to the use of verbs with particular prefixes, deepening and
consolidating knowledge at each pass. This cyclical, spiral organization is more effective than a single
exhaustive presentation, because the polysemy of each prefix is too rich to be assimilated at once.
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Table 1. Principal Meanings of the Prefixes za-, iz-, pere-, and vy-

Prefix Principal Meanings Representative Examples
3a- Motion behind/into; incidental action; covering a 3aumu, 3aexamo, 3acbiNamb, 3a4UmManmsbCcs,
surface; excessive absorbing action; acquisition; 3apabomame, 3aNJ1AHUPOBAMb, 3ACTNESHYMb

doing in advance; enclosure/closure

u3- Motion outward/removal; multidirectional U361eUb, U3CHAMD, U3LE30UMb, UPE3AMD,
exhaustive motion; action over an entire surface; UBHOCUMb, UBPACX0008AMb
completeness/wearing out

nepe- Motion across; relocation; repetition/redoing; nepeumu, nepecmagumy, Nepenucanb,
division into parts; excess beyond norm; nepepesamb, nepecoiums, nepeyumams,
sequential/exhaustive action; reciprocal action; nepenucvl8amscs, nepecnopums

surpassing another

BBI- Motion outward/removal/extraction; obtaining a 8bILIMU, 8bIHECTHU, 8bIOPOCUMb, BLINUCANBCA,
result through sustained action 8blUSPAMb, BBICMPAOAMb

For learners to grasp fully the meanings of verbal prefixes, they need to command the grammatical
structure of Russian at a level that allows them to form word combinations using different parts of
speech and to employ such combinations within various communicative units in oral and written
form. The systematic linking of prefix meaning to case government is particularly important: because
a prefixed verb’s meaning is often realized only in combination with a specific case construction, the
two should be taught together rather than separately. To develop learners’ skills in the correct use of
verbs with the prefixes examined, practical lessons should include written and oral exercises on the
topic, and comparable tasks should figure in learners’ independent work.

For Azerbaijani-speaking learners specifically, the contrastive dimension deserves explicit attention.
Because Azerbaijani encodes the relevant spatial and aktionsart meanings through means other than
prefixation, learners cannot rely on transfer from their first language and benefit from instruction that
makes the structural contrast explicit. Translating selected prefixed verbs and word combinations into
Azerbaijani, as illustrated above with perepisat’ / kdclirmak, both clarifies meaning and alerts learners
to cases where a single Russian form corresponds to several distinct native-language equivalents.

9. Conclusion

This article has presented a systematic analysis of the semantics of four productive Russian verbal
prefixes — za-, iz-, pere-, and vy- — and has proposed a methodological framework for teaching
their meanings to non-native, and specifically Azerbaijani-speaking, learners. The analysis has shown
that verbal prefixation in Russian is a rule-governed and semantically layered process: each prefix
generates a structured range of spatial, aspectual, and aktionsart meanings that interact systematically
with the lexical semantics of base verbs and with patterns of case government. The prefix za- was
shown to yield at least nine meaning types, iz- to cluster around outward motion and exhaustive
action, pere- to span the widest range from crossing and relocation to repetition, division, excess,
reciprocity, and surpassing, and vy- to combine outward extraction with the meaning of a result
achieved through sustained effort.

The central pedagogical conclusion is that verbal prefixes should be taught not as isolated
grammatical items to be memorized one verb at a time, but systematically, in a definite order, and in
unity with the development of learners’ speaking and writing skills. The presentation of prefix
semantics should be organized around coherent meaning types, linked explicitly to case government,

sequenced according to learners’ preparation, revisited cyclically, and — for Azerbaijani learners —
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informed by contrastive comparison with the learner’s first language. Approached in this way, the
prefixal system, so often experienced as an insurmountable obstacle, becomes a learnable and even
orderly domain, mastery of which substantially advances learners’ lexical range, grammatical
accuracy, and communicative competence in Russian. Further research should extend this analysis to
the remaining productive prefixes and should test empirically the effectiveness of the contrastive,
meaning-type-based approach advocated here in the Azerbaijani Russian-as-a-foreign-language
classroom.
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