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MULTILINGUAL CONTEXT IN CROATIA



ºMajor (state) language Croatian – in all 

geographical regions

ºCroatian is a mother tongue for 95.6% of the 

population (Census 2011)



CENSUS 2011 – PROPORTION OF POPULATION

SPEAKING DIFFERENT MOTHER TONGUES

Mother tongue % N

Croatian

Croato-Serbian

95.60

0.07

4 096 305

3 059

Serbian

Serbo-Croatian

1.23

0.18

52 879

7 822

Italian 0.43 18 573

Albanian 0.40 17 069

Bosnian 0.39 16 856

Romany 0.34 14 369

Hungarian 0.24 10 231

Slovenian 0.22 9 220

Czeck 0.15 6 292

Slovak 0.09 3 792

Macedonian 0.08 3 519

German 0.07 2 986



MINORITY (REGIONAL) LANGUAGES

ºGeographical differences in distribution of 

minority (regional) languages



Italia

n

Romany

Serbian

Albanian

Bosnian

Regions where the most frequently spoken minority

languages are most widespread

Croatian, 

Serbian, 

Bosnian –

very similar 

languages



PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION SPEAKING 

MORE THAN ONE MAJOR LANGUAGE 

FLUENTLY – EUROBAROMETER 2005

71% of citizens 15 years and older can speak at least 

one other language at the level of being able to have a 

conversation (EU25 average 50%)



THE THREE MOST WIDELY KNOWN FOREIGN

LANGUAGES AMONG CROATIAN CITIZENS 15+ YEARS

(EUROBAROMETER 2005)

43%

33%

12%



LINGUISTIC FEATURES OF THE CROATIAN

LANGUAGE

º Transparent orthography

· Phoneme-grapheme correspondence 1:1, with few exceptions

º Extremely rich morphology

· Inflections and derivations

· 7 cases

· Adjectives, some pronouns and some numbers marked for gender

º Very complex grammar

· Gender and number agreement

· Null subject

· Relatively free word order 

· Complex and opaque sequence of tenses

º DIFFICULT TO LEARN AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE



UNIQUE FEATURES OF CROATIAN LANGUAGE

ºRelatively free word order

ºClitic position – not following the Wackernagel rule 

º Three distinct dialects 

ºSpecial symbols for a set of palatal consonants (č, ć, dž, 

đ, š, ž)



FOREIGN LANGUAGE (FL) TEACHING IN PRIMARY

SCHOOLS (GRADES 1-8)

ºSince August 2003 learning one FL compulsory from 

the 1st grade 

· 2 school hours (45’) a week in grades 1-4 (70 per year)

· 3 school hours a week in grades 5-8 (105 per year)

ºOpportunity to add a second FL as an optional subject

· in most schools in the grades 4 or 5

· in some schools from the grade 1



THE THREE MOST WIDELY TOUGHT FIRST FOREIGN

LANGUAGES IN GRADES 1-8 

(2010/11, CROATIAN BUREAU OF STATISTICS)

The difference in % for English and 

other languages is increasing

69.9%

5.6%

23.4%



PROPORTION OF STUDENTS LEARNING 1 VS. 2 OR

MORE FLS BY LEVELS OF EDUCATION

(EACEA; EURYDICE; EUROSTAT, 2012)

1 FL 2+ FL

Primary education

(grades 1-4)

80% 20%

Lower secondary education

(grades 5-8)

50% 50%

(Pre)vocational upper secondary

education

30% 70%

General upper secondary education

(gymnasium) 

10% 90%

Some students in general upper secondary education learn 

up to 4 FLs, including classical languages 



FL LEARNING IN PRIMARY SCHOOLS – European 

Survey on Language Competences (ESLC) 2011

Croatia (14 participating countries average)

CEFR Level Reading Listening Writing

B 40 (42) 56 (48) 45 (43)

A 44 (44) 32 (36) 49 (48)

Pre-A 16 (14) 12 (16) 5 (9)

Percentages of students achieving each CEFR level in first 

FL (English in Croatia)

Croatian students (8th graders, 14-15 years) slightly better 

in First FL (English) listening and writing 

than average across 14 participating countries 

despite having less FL learning hours in school than average. 

No differences in reading. 



EDUCATION IN THE LANGUAGE AND SCRIPT OF

NATIONAL MINORITIES

ºChildren of  national minorities – the right to 
education in their MT at all levels of education

º Three basic models

·Model A (classes in the language and script of 
the national minority), 

·Model B (bilingual classes)

·Model C (nurturing language and culture) 

ºSpecial programs for the inclusion of Roma 
students into the educational system – include all 
levels of education and education for adults



PRESCHOOL PROGRAMMES CARRIED OUT IN

LANGUAGES OTHER THAN CROATIAN (2013/14)

Language N of children enrolled

Italian 1194

English 840

Serbian 446

Czech 151

Hungarian 140

German 132

Romany 49

TOTAL 2952



SCHOOLS PROVIDING EDUCATION IN LANGUAGES

AND SCRIPTS OF ETHNIC MINORITIES (2012/13)

Elementary schools High schools

N of

students

N of schools

(class units)

N of

students

N of schools

(class units)

Serbian 2049 35 (170) 877 7 (69)

Italian 1501 17 (108) 560 4 (64)

Czech 302 7 (23) 37 1 (4)

Hungarian 193 9 (28) 51 1 (10)

German 64 1 (6) - -

TOTAL 4109 69 (335) 1525 13 (147)

Roma population do not exercize the right to education in their MT



STUDENTS WITH FOREIGN CITIZENSHIP IN TERTIARY

AND POST-TERTIARY EDUCATION (2013/14)

º Tertiary education 

·0.54% of total student population (N = 870)

·Mostly from Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

Slovenia

ºPost-tertiary education (doctoral students)

·4.13% of the population of doctoral students

·Mostly from Bosnia and Herzegovina



NON-NATIVE SPEAKERS OF THE MAJORITY

LANGUAGE

ºMostly autochthonous minorities

º Immigrants constitute very small proportion of 
population 

ºOnly 0.59% of population (25 413 persons) has 
citizenship other than Croatian (2011 Census)

ºOnly 1.7% of 15 years old students speak the 
language other than Croatian at home (OECD’s 
PISA 2009)



NON-NATIVE SPEAKERS OF THE MAJORITY

LANGUAGE – SCHOOL ACHIEVEMENT

º Lack of data

·According to Croatian law student’s nationality 
and MT not recorded in school documents

·Small number of these children (usually no more 
than 1-2 children in one school)

ºEvidence that Roma children fare worse than other 
children

·Only 17% of the Roma population over 12 years 
finish primary school (in comparison to 74% of 
the non-Roma population in the same 
geographical regions) (UNDP, 2005)



NON-NATIVE SPEAKERS OF THE MAJORITY

LANGUAGE – SOCIAL AND POLITICAL FACTORS

ºRoma population socially disadvantaged and 
excluded

ºPolitical tensions between Serbs and Croats in 
Eastern Slavonia, resulting in 

·Segregation in schools and other institutions

·Recent violation of the rights of Serbs to use 
Cyrillic script for public signs

ºMany strategic attempts (through education) to 
reduce the impact of language barriers – good
legislation



THE MAJOR CHALLENGES FOR A MULTILINGUAL EUROPE

IN CROATIA

º Improving FL learning at schools 

· increase the amount of teaching time

· put more emphasis on oral skills

· introduce teaching second FL as a compulsory subject

· decrease starting age for FL learning

· teaching non-language subjects in FLs

ºEducational and social inclusion of Roma children 

· compensatory preschool education

· classes in Romany

· transportation to schools

º Teachers and teaching assistants speaking minority 

languages (Romany especially)

º Textbooks written in minority languages



THE MAJOR CHALLENGES FOR A MULTILINGUAL

EUROPE IN CROATIA (CONTINUED)

ºOvercoming “language prejudices” – more support for 

small and less prestigious languages

ºDeveloping national strategy for learning Croatian as a 

second and foreign language 

º The need to preserve state language in some areas 

(science)?

º Lack of research

º Lack of financies 
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