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Background 
Information 

 

× Located on the Adriatic 

Sea across from Italy. 

× Has been part of the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire 

and Yugoslavia in recent 

history. 

× After the break-up of 

Yugoslavia, nine new 

republics eventually 

formed.    
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The Gradual Break Up of 
Yugoslavia 

 

× Slovenia, then Croatia, were 

the first to break away from 

Yugoslavia.  

× Today questions of 

recognition and legitimacy 

ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀ άƘƻǘέ 

issue.   

× While natives of seven 

republics speak a mutually 

intelligible language,  the 

ǘŜǊƳ ά{ŜǊōƻ-/Ǌƻŀǘέ ƛǎ 

controversial among natives 

speakers and should be 

avoided. 
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In addition to language identification varying with ethnic 
affiliation, there are also many regional dialects. 
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Croatian also has four pitches or tones, which are not indicated orthographically. 
However, today the use of the tones is falling out of practice. 

Å The Croatian alphabet is 
completely phonetic. 
 

Å Some characters are 
diacritics: they are 
ΨŀŎŎŜƴǘΩ ƳŀǊƪǎ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ 
letter. Croatian also has 
two digraphs, nj and lj.   

 
Å Croatian does not have 

the letters q, w, x, or y, 
but these letters are 
sometimes seen in 
print.  
 

Å Croatian has only five 
individual vowel 
sounds, but does have 
diphthongs. Also, /r/ is 
often used as a vowel. 
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Non-native speakers are always amazed by Croatian words lack of 
vowels.  Using /r/ as a vowel, you can see it possible to create many 
ǿƻǊŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴƭȅ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ /ǊƻŀǘƛŀƴΩǎ ŦƛǾŜ ǾƻǿŜƭ ǎƻǳƴŘǎΦ 
 
*TƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ άƧΩ  ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ŀǎ κƧκ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ άƭέ ƻǊ 
άƴΦέ  Lƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊΦ  Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛƎǊŀǇƘΦ 

Words made possible with /r/ as a vowel 

Croatian English # Consecutive 
Consonants 

Vrh top 3 

2ŜǘǾǊǘƛ fourth 4 

Srbskim Serbian (declined 
adjective form) 

5 

Opskrbljivac* supplier 6 



Areas of Difficulty in English for Croatian Speakers 

Phonology- Vowels and Stress 
 
Å Phonetic reading.  Croatian speakers may read, write and speak words exactly 

as they would be spelled and pronounced in Croatian. 
 

Å Vowel sounds and vowel reduction. Entering, Beginning and Developing 
students may have difficulty with vowel sounds.  However, most younger 
Croatian speakers have been exposed to a variety of foreign languages and 
loan words from a young age, and are thus usually able to discriminate 
between the new vowel sounds. 

 
ÅWord stress.  English is stress timed, as is Croatian. There is no absolute rule as 

to which syllable is stressed, other than it can never be the last syllable.  In 
words of two syllables, the first syllable is always stressed.   This may cause 
/Ǌƻŀǘƛŀƴ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƭƛƪŜ άǇǊŜǎŜƴǘέ όŀ ƎƛŦǘύ ŀƴŘ άǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΦέ 
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Consonants 
 
× Croatian lacks the dental fricatives / /̒ and /ð/, so when speaking English 

they may substitute  /d/. 
 

× Croatian speakers often retain a strong /r/ sound, similar to the Spanish   
/r/ but shorter. 
 

× Croatian does not have a /w/ sound;  Croats will replace it with a /v/.   
 

×¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ άȄΣέ ōǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎƛƴƎ 
and product names.  In standardized orthography, the sound is 
ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ άŜƪǎΦέ   
 

Areas of Difficulty in English for Croatian Speakers 
(continued) 



Contrastive Analysis of Croatian & English 

Croatian Syntax 
 
×¢ƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ /ǊƻŀǘƛŀƴΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎŀǎŜ ŘŜŎƭŜƴǎƛƻƴ.  It accounts 

for many areas of difficulty with English ELLs.   
× Cases mean that the form of noun or adjective must change depending on 7 

grammatical factors.  Additionally, the 7 cases are affected by gender (male, 
female and neutral), number, ending sound and preceding preposition.  Nouns, 
pronouns, possessives and adjectives must be declined.  Adverbs have only one 
form.  Verbs only reflect gender in the past tense.  Here is an example of one of 
14 patterns of declension: 

 

× Because declensions offer so much information about possession, subjects 
and verbs, word order is not as important in Croatian.   



Areas of Difficulty in English for Croatian Speakers 

Syntax 
 
Å Subject.  Entering and Beginning ELLs may omit the subject.  

 
ÅWord Order.  Entering through Expanding levels will have difficulty with word 

order, as it it much more important in English than Croatian.   
 

Å Reflexives.  Croatian uses reflexives in many instances when English does not 
and vice versa.   
 

Å Possessives.  English uses possessives in ways Croatia does not and vice versa.  
 

Åά¢Ƙŀǘέ- 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǘƘŀǘΩ ŦƻǊ о Ƴŀƛƴ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ-to specify, 
to refer to a previously mentioned noun, and to introduce clauses.  In 
Croatian, it has many more forms and functions.  
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Areas of Difficulty in English for Croatian Speakers 

Syntax (continued) 
 
Å Parts of Speech. Although word classes in Croatian are similar to those in English, 

Croatian speakers may sometimes confuse English nouns and adjective forms. 
 

Å Negatives and questions.  Word order is not as important in Croatian, so there may be 
issues with negation and question word order in complex phrases. 
 

Å Articles.  Articles do not exist in Croatian, and it very difficult for Croatian speakers to 
acquire them. 
 
Å Instead of the definite article, Croatian natives speakers use a class of words similar 

to English determiners (this, that, these, those) to specify which one.  Note that this 
ǳǎŜ ƻŦ άǘƘŀǘέ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ /ǊƻŀǘƛŀƴΦ 

 

 English Croatian 

This Ovaj, ova, ovo, ect. (depends on case/gender) 

That Onaj, taj, ect (depends on case/gender) 

These Ove, ovih, ect (depends on case/gender) 



 
Å Non-verbal.  Handshakes are acceptable greetings.  Gestures to avoid are same 

as in USA. 
 

Å Directness.  Croatians value directness in communication, yet will be evasive or 
indirect when talking with strangers or about sensitive topics. 
 

Å Eye contact.  Eye contact is considered very important.  Lack of it results in 
feelings of mistrust. 
 

Å Reserve.  Croatians are generally reserved attitude towards strangers.  Maintain 
a professional distance until the Croatian initiates a closer relationship. 
 

Å Personal Space.  Ideas about personal space are similar to those in the USA or 
Canada.   
 

h
tt

p
:/

/w
w

w
.in

te
rc

u
lt

u
re

s.
ca

/c
il-

ca
i/

ci
-i

c-
en

g.
as

p
?i

so
=h

r 

h
tt

p
:/

/w
w

w
.k

w
in

te
ss

en
ti

al
.c

o
.u

k/
re

so
u

rc
es

/g
lo

b
al

-e
ti

q
u

et
te

/c
ro

at
ia

.h
tm

l 



Books 
 
Hawkesworth, C. (1998). Colloquial Croatian and Serbian: The complete course for 

beginners. First Edition.  New York: Routledge. 
 
Jelaska, Z.  (2003).  Hrvatski Glagoli: Croatian Verbs.  First edition.  Zagreb:  University 
of Zagreb. 
 
Websites 
 
Abberton, E. (1968). Some persistent English vocabulary problems for speakers of 

Serbo-Croatian. Oxford Journals, ELT Journal Volume XXII, Issue2 
p. 167-173. Retrieved from: 

http://eltj.oxfordjournals.org/content/XXII/2/167.extract 
 
Breakup of Yugoslavia. (2012). In Wikipedia. Retrieved from: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Breakup_of_Yugoslavia 
 
Centre for Intercultural Learning. (2009). Cultural Information: Croatia. Retrieved from: 

http://www.intercultures.ca/cil-cai/ci-ic-eng.asp?iso=hr 
 
Croatian phonology. (2012). In Wikipedia. Retrieved from: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Croatian_phonology 
 
 

http://eltj.oxfordjournals.org/content/XXII/2/167.extract
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Breakup_of_Yugoslavia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Breakup_of_Yugoslavia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Breakup_of_Yugoslavia
http://www.intercultures.ca/cil-cai/ci-ic-eng.asp?iso=hr
http://www.intercultures.ca/cil-cai/ci-ic-eng.asp?iso=hr
http://www.intercultures.ca/cil-cai/ci-ic-eng.asp?iso=hr
http://www.intercultures.ca/cil-cai/ci-ic-eng.asp?iso=hr
http://www.intercultures.ca/cil-cai/ci-ic-eng.asp?iso=hr
http://www.intercultures.ca/cil-cai/ci-ic-eng.asp?iso=hr
http://www.intercultures.ca/cil-cai/ci-ic-eng.asp?iso=hr
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Croatian_phonology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Croatian_phonology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Croatian_phonology


Kwintessential. (n.d.). Croatia: Language, customs, culture & etiquette. Kwintessential. 
Retrieved from: http://www.kwintessential.co.uk/resources/global-
etiquette/croatia.html 

 
Serbo-Croatian language. (2012). In Wikipedia. Retrieved from: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serbo-Croatian_language 
 
The University of British Columbia. (2012). The language education research center. 

Retrieved from: http://www.lerc.educ.ubc.ca 
 
Images 
 
Petral. (n.d.). Map of Croatia [Map], Retrieved from: http://www.hotel-

sipan.com/croatia/croatia-map.php 
  
Wikipedia. (2012). Break-up of Yugoslavia [Image], Retrieved from: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Breakup_of_Yugoslavia.gif 
 
Wikipedia. (2012). Dialects. Croatian Dialects in Croatia [Image], Retrieved from: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Croatian_shto_dialects_in_Cro_and_BiH.PNG 
 
Wikipedia. (2012). DŀƧΩǎ Latin Alphabet [Image], Retrieved from: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaj's_Latin_alphabet 
 

http://www.kwintessential.co.uk/resources/global-etiquette/croatia.html
http://www.kwintessential.co.uk/resources/global-etiquette/croatia.html
http://www.kwintessential.co.uk/resources/global-etiquette/croatia.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serbo-Croatian_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serbo-Croatian_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serbo-Croatian_language
http://www.lerc.educ.ubc.ca/
http://www.hotel-sipan.com/croatia/croatia-map.php
http://www.hotel-sipan.com/croatia/croatia-map.php
http://www.hotel-sipan.com/croatia/croatia-map.php
http://www.hotel-sipan.com/croatia/croatia-map.php
http://www.hotel-sipan.com/croatia/croatia-map.php
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Breakup_of_Yugoslavia.gif
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Croatian_shto_dialects_in_Cro_and_BiH.PNG
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaj's_Latin_alphabet


M.Ed. in TESL Program 
Nancy Cloud, Director 

Educational Studies Department 
Rhode Island College, HBS 206 #5 

600 Mt. Pleasant Avenue 
Providence, RI 02908 
Phone (401) 456-8789 

Fax (401) 456-8284 
ncloud@ric.edu 

 
The M.Ed. in TESL Program at Rhode Island College  

is Nationally Recognized by TESOL and NCATE 


