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1 Introduction

This paper is a presentation of a study carried out in Croatia. The title men-
tions three key things that gave impetus to this research: the opposition
monolingual-bilingual learners, deviations in the use of articles and writing
skills in English as a foreign language (EFL). It is a follow-up study to the three
earlier studies by the same author that dealt with the writing skills in mono-
lingual and bilingual learners (Legac 2014a; Legac 2021; Legac 2023). We first
look at the opposition monolingual-bilingual, then we look at earlier studies
that examined the differences in achievement in EFL between monolingual
and bilingual learners of EFL. This is followed by an explanation of the prob-
lems of articles for EFL learners and the results of this study with monolingual
and bilingual EFL learners.

1.1 Opposition monolingualism / bilingualism

In this paper, bilingualism will be looked at in accordance with Vilke (1991:
138). In her use of the term, it does not refer to what is usually regarded as
absolute bilingualism as it was provided in the earliest definitions of bilin-
gualism, e.g. “native-like control of two languages” (Bloomfield 1935: 56), but
as “fluent command or ability in two languages that one has learnt either in
their family or in the community”. According to Vilke, it also means that there
is “no apparent greater preferent towards one of the two languages present in
the bilingual speaker”. We should add that in accordance with the divisions of
bilingualism provided by Hamers i Blanc (2000: 79), our use of the term and
the use by Vilke (1991) refers either to child bilingualism (either simultaneous
or succussive, whereby the vast majority of the participants in the study will
be simultaneous), balanced or bicultural bilingualism. Relatively balanced
means that the child is not lagging behind too much in any of the two lan-
guages in the four language skills: listening, speaking, reading and writing,
whereas biculturalism means that the speaker feels like a member of both
language groups and both cultures.

Already in their early childhood, bilingual children face challenges to
which their monolingual peers are not exposed, such as issues of identity and
cultural affiliation and the problems of the acquisition of two languages on all
linguistic levels (Jelaska 2005: 38-48; Harding-Esch / Riley 2003, 52-53). Despite



236 — Vladimir Legac
Article use by primary school students in Croatia

these obstacles, it has been reported in several studies that childhood bilin-
gualism may show academic advantages over monolingualism. When optimal
circumstances of learning are provided, academic advantages of bilinguals
over monolinguals have been reported to include at least as good or often
better performance by bilinguals in language, literacy, and various realms of
cognition (Cummins 2000; Oller / Pearson Zurer / Cobo Lewis 2007). This was
shown in one specially developed task, called “symbol substitution” (a meta-
linguistic task of word substitution), (Oller / Pearson Zurer / Cobo Lewis 2007:
194), where bilinguals outperformed their monolingual counterparts. Ad-
vanced metalinguistic awareness of bilingual children is also mentioned as
the main source of advantage in their language processing and a key element
that makes it possible for bilingual students to learn a new foreign language
easier than their monolingual counterparts (Jessner 2006: 43-55, 88-112).
Research has also suggested that bilingual students reported higher usage of
learning strategies than their monolingual counterparts with memory and
metacognitive strategies reaching statistically significant levels (Kosti¢-
Bobanovi¢ / Bobanovi¢ 2011: 45).

1.2. Earlier studies with monolingual and bilingual EFL
learners

Research with bilingual children who are members of other national minor-
ities in Croatia (mainly Italian and Czech) has shown that bilingual children
can outperform monolingual (Croatian) schoolchildren in learning English as
a foreign language (EFL). Bilingual children achieved better results in EFL in
listening skills (Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ / Legac 2008: 341-342), writing skills
(Legac 2014a: 230-232; Legac 2021: 138-140; Legac 2023: 51-56) and speaking
skills (Legac 2014b: 294-297).

Studies have also shown that bilingual students tend to have more posi-
tive results involving affective factors. They had lower FL anxiety at all three
stages of the FL process (input, processing and output anxiety) (Mihaljevi¢ /
Legac 2008: 335-340) and in outside classroom situations (Legac 2019: 62),
they were less shy (Legac 2008: 469-471), had lower communication appre-
hension (Legac 2014a: 292-294) and were more motivated to learn EFL than
monolingual students of EFL (Legac 2013: 370-371).



237 — Vladimir Legac
Article use by primary school students in Croatia

1.3 General problems of the use of articles for EFL learners

Some authors emphasise the problem of defining the categories of definite-
ness and indefiniteness. The difference between them is also complicated
(Jespersen 1933: 161; Lyons 1999: 13; Eastwood 2005: 198-212) by the fact that
they do not present a simple binary opposition since they represent a kind of
combination of semantic, pragmatic, logic and grammatical categories. In
some languages, definiteness and indefiniteness are expressed by means of
the use of articles (English, German, French, Italian, Swedish).

The meaning of nouns is important, but it is not enough for the student to
determine whether an article should precede it or not and whether to use a
definite or indefinite article because the use of articles changes with context
where pragmatic and logical reasons play an essential role (Quirk and Green-
baum 1973: 67-79). Thus, Quirk and Greenbaum (ibid) emphasise the import-
ance of shared knowledge (knowledge of the world and of the grammar) of the
speaker and the listener. The following example can illustrate this: He is a
doctor (syntax, i.e., grammar, requires the indefinite article because it is a
subject complement here). Still, we can have a correct sentence: He is the
doctor (because we are referring to a person who is the only doctor some-
where - e.g., in a village). Zergollern-Milteti¢ (2014: 71) also illustrates how the
meanings of the nouns and the rules given by grammar books are not enough:
Go to church (where the noun church is used for its primary purpose, i.e.,
worship service or to pray) is in opposition with: We walked to the church and
there took the bus (where the noun church refers to the only building of the
kind in a village or town, or a particular building known to the other inter-
locutor in the conversation.

Articles present a more serious problem to speakers of languages where
they do not exist as parts of speech or where this category has not been gram-
maticalized (Zergollern Mileti¢ 2014: 18-61). This does not mean that EFL
learners whose native languages have articles as a part of speech do not have
problems acquiring articles. Pfenniger (2012: 22-35) has shown that secondary
school students from Switzerland with German as their first language had
problems with articles in English.

As the participants in our study were speakers of Croatian, Czech and
Italian, we will look at where the problems with articles could occur when
learning EFL.
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1.4 Problems of articles for Croatian EFL learners

The problem stems from the Croatian language’s lack of articles as a word
class (part of speech). Spalatin (1976: 103-119) claimed that a native speaker of
Serbo-Croatian learning EFL must adopt a completely new view of reality.
(Spalatin used the term Serbo-Croatian to refer to Croatian because before
Croatia gained independence in the early 1990s, Croatian was referred to as
the western or Zagreb variety of Serbo-Croatian). Zergollern Mileti¢ (2014:
142) does not agree with Spalatin because Croatian does distinguish between
definiteness and indefiniteness. To justify her claim she quotes Wierzbicka
(1992: 23) in whose opinion definiteness and indefiniteness belong to cat-
egories that are universal to all languages. Zergollen-Mileti¢ adds that in
Croatian definiteness and indefiniteness are very often marked in the use of
adjectives. The author of this article can illustrate this by giving an example of
the difference between indefiniteness and definiteness on the example of the
adjective dobar (‘good’). Dobar is the indefinite form and dobri is its definite
counterpart. We translate both versions of this adjective use in English with
the same adjective (dobar, dobri = good in English). Examples of the different
use can be illustrated by the following examples: Dobar ¢ovjek uvijek nastrada.
(indefinite use) (translation into English: A good man always gets hurt). Ma
dobri covjece Sto radis? (definite use) (translation into English: Good man, what
are you doing?) Indefinites in Croatian can also be expressed by the use of the
numeral jedan (‘one’) as in the following example of a short dialogue: Tko je
dosao? (approximate English equivalent: Who came?) — Ma, doSao je jedan
Covjek. (approximate English equivalent: Well, a man came.) However, we
should warn the international audience reading this paper who are unfamil-
iar with the Croatian language that the definite use of the adjectives as illus-
trated by the example of the adjective dobar is slowly disappearing in modern
Croatian. Young people do not use it in their speech. It is consequently used in
writing by the best-educated people whenever a formal register is required.
Advanced learners, even teachers of EFL and translators and interpreters
make serious mistakes in the use of articles in EFL, so it might be the most dif-
ficult aspect of mastering the grammar of EFL for Croatian learners (Zergol-
lern-Mileti¢ 2014: 7). Articles cause a lot of frustration for many advanced
learners of EFL. Most problems appear with the use of the definite article with
abstract nouns (Zergollern-Mileti¢, 2014: 118). According to Zergollern Mileti¢,
it is difficult for EFL learners to know whether a noun is used generally or in a
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particular context (American brands or the American brands). She further
emphasizes that it is difficult for university students studying to become TEFL
to use their world knowledge: I was driving over a/the mountain pass in
Colorado. Even these very advanced learners of EFL tend to forget that there
are many mountain passes in Colorado.

1.5 Problems of articles for Czech EFL learners

The author of this paper does not speak Czech, but he agrees with the earlier
cited authors (Wierzbicka1992: 23; Zergollern-Mileti¢ 2014: 142) that articles
are a universal category. From the teachers of Czech from some of the schools
where he conducted his research and from a reference suggested by one of the
informants he learned that Czech as a Slavic language lacks an overt article
and that it can be compared with Croatian in that respect. Definiteness is a
subcategory of nominal determination. Czech marks definiteness using
various discourse-anchored signals, such as word order and intonation. In
sentence-initial position, bare noun phrases are definite. For discourse-
anchored definite noun phrases in other sentence positions (these include
post-rhematic themes as well as retrieved or reevaluated entities from remote
discourse) and noun phrases in expressive speech, Czech uses a deictically
neutral determiner ten ‘this, that; the’ for definite noun phrases. The resultant
noun phrase with a determiner may correspond to articled or demonstrative-
modified noun phrases in articled languages. The categories are fluid. In both
colloquial and formal language ten is developing article-like functions
(Cummins 1998: 567).

1.6 Problems of articles for Italian EFL learners

Italian is a language that uses articles. Using them, definiteness and indefi-
niteness are expressed (Jernej 1990: 11). As in English, the Italian language
distinguishes between definite and indefinite articles, and they are used to
introduce nouns, and there are occasions where articles are omitted. How-
ever, according to the source mentioned above, Italian additionally distin-
guishes a third type of article, which is called larticolo partitivo (‘partitive
article’). According to Jernej (1976: 21-23), in Italian, the definite and the
indefinite articles have different forms for masculine and feminine. In
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masculine, three forms are used.: il, lo and I’. The first introduces nouns be-
ginning with most consonants (e.g., il libro) (‘the book’). When the same nouns
are used in plural, the definite article is i (i libri). The second one is used
before nouns that start with the “impure letter” <s> followed by a consonant
(e.g., lo stato) (‘the state’), as well as before nouns that begin with the letter <z>
(e.g., lo zio) (‘the uncle’). When the same nouns are used in plural, the definite
article is gli (gli zii). The form I’ is used to introduce masculine nouns begin-
ning with a vowel (e.g., "ombrello) (‘the umbrella’). Gli is also the correspond-
ing plural form (gli ombrelli).

The definite article in the feminine has two forms: la introduces those
starting with all consonants (e.g., la tavola ‘the table’), and I’ is used in front of
nouns beginning with a vowel (e.g, U'isola ‘the island’) The plural form of la
and U’ is le (le tavole; le isole). Gender distinction between masculine and femi-
nine nouns is also made in the use of the indefinite article (Jernej 1976: 26-27).
Un and uno are used in the masculine. The first one introduces masculine
nouns beginning with vowels (e.g., un anno ‘a year’) and consonants (e.g. un
libro ‘a book’). The second one introduces masculine nouns beginning with the
“impure letter” <s> or initial <z> (uno stato, uno zio ‘a state’, ‘an uncle’). Una
and un’ are the corresponding feminine forms of the Italian indefinite article.
The first one is put before feminine nouns beginning with a consonant (e.g.,
una fabbrica ‘a factory’), and the second one is placed before feminine nouns
beginning with a vowel (e.g. un’ amica ‘a female friend’). As in English, the
indefinite article is not used in the plural. Unlike English, the Italian language
also has a third use of the article that we mentioned earlier, l’articolo partiti-
vo. According to Jerner (1990: 11) it is used to mark beings or objects as
indefinite with regard to shape or number and illustrates with the following
two examples: Dammi della frutta (approximate English equivalent would be:
Give me some fruit) and Ci sono degli sbagli (approximate English equivalent
would be: There are some mistakes). This partitive article cannot be translated
with the definite article into English.

We can assume that the existence of articles helps Italian EFL learners to
make fewer mistakes in the use of articles in English when compared with
those EFL learners who are familiar only with Croatian, or with Czech or with
Croatian and with Czech, but they are probably a bit confused when noticing
that there is no gender distinction in the use of articles in English. The Italian
EFL learners probably get confused when learning that the partitive article
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cannot be translated with the definite article into English: e.g. that the equiv-
alent of the Italian partitive article dei is not of the in English. The Italian EFL
learners are probably helped by the fact that to some extent the rules for the
uses of definite and indefinite articles overlap in English and Italian. However,
there are some rules that are significantly different, which is why Italians
speaking in English can also get their articles wrong. The rules for the use of
Italian were taken from Jernej (1976: 49-51, 251-253 & 256-259). In English the
indefinite article is obligatory in subject complements: e.g. I am a student,
Mike is a writer, whereas in Italian it can be used or omitted: Io sono (uno)
student, Mike e (uno) scrittore.

Sometimes the rules about the use of articles are different in Italian from
English: in Italian the definite article is used with the names of continents (e.g.
PEuropa, UAfrica), whereas in English there is no article (e.g. Europe, Africa). In
English it is only used if the name of the continent is in the plural: the Amer-
icas, but America. In Italian the definite article is used with the names of
mountain peaks (e.g., il Cervino), whereas it is not used with the same names
in English (Snowdon). In Italian the definite article is used with the name of
countries (UItalia, la Russia), and in English they are used with the zero article.
(France, Portugal). In English, the names of countries are preceded by the
definite article when they are in plural (the Netherlands) or when used with a
common noun (the Russian Federation). There is also a difference in the use of
family names with female persons in Italian (la Deledda, la Duse, la Serao). In
English, the definite article is used to refer to a married couple or to the whole
family (the Browns). Confusion for native speakers of Italian can be rooted in
the use of the adjective tutto followed by another word (tutta la mattina). The
English equivalent would typically be all morning.

2 Aim of study, hypotheses, and their justification

The main aim of this study is to identify possible differences between mono-
lingual and bilingual (Czech-Croatian and Italian-Croatian) EFL learners’ use
of articles in a task of writing a letter with prescribed elements: the receiver of
the letter had to be an English-speaking friend, the letter writer had to thank
that friend for their visit mentioning three things which they had particularly
enjoyed during their stay which had lasted for a few days, there was a word
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limit of 100 words. The beginning of the letter “Dear __” and the first line “I
arrived home safely last night after a good journey” were printed on the test.
Based on this aim, we can formulate our research questions as follows:

R1: Are there any differences between monolingual and bilingual EFL
learners in the use of articles in English when writing a short letter?

R2: Will the correlation coefficients between the number of deviations in
the use of articles and the achievement in writing skills in EFL be
negative in both researched groups?

The author’s starting hypotheses for this study were the following:

H1 - Bilingual learners of EFL will be better at using articles in EFL than
their monolingual counterparts.

H2 - There will be a negative relationship between the number of devi-
ations in the use of articles and the achievement in writing skills in
the number of points given by three independent graders.

The author justified his first hypothesis primarily on the results of some
well-known above mentioned international studies that dealt with bilingua-
lism (Cummins 2000; Oller / Pearson Zurer / Cobo Lewis 2007) as well as on the
results of his own earlier studies (Legac 2008; 2014a; 2014b) comparing
monolingual and bilingual EFL learners. According to the three international
studies, bilinguals can have better performance over monolinguals in lan-
guage, literacy, and cognition. If optimal learning circumstances are provided,
academic advantages of bilinguals over monolinguals have been reported to
include at least as good or often better performance by bilinguals in language,
literacy, and various realms of cognition. The results of the author’s own
studies indicated potential advantages of bilingual students in learning FLs;
bilingual students of EFL had higher achievement in mastering writing (Legac
2021: 134-135; Legac 2023: 50-56), listening (Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ & Legac
2008) and speaking skills in EFL (Legac 2014b), made fewer mistakes in the
use of tenses on a writing task (Legac 2021: 138-140) and proved to be better
in some affective factors: they had lower FL anxiety, (Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ &
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Legac 2008), lower writing anxiety (Legac 2014a), lower communication ap-
prehension (Legac 2014b) and higher intensity of motivation (Legac 2013: 370-
371) as well as higher willingness to communicate (Legac 2015: 345-246).

The second hypothesis is justified on the basis of results of studies by
Zergollern-Mileti¢ (2014: 164-174) and Martinovi¢ & Balenovi¢ (2019: 95-112)
in Croatia that showed that Croatian EFL learners have serious problems with
learning the correct use of articles in English.

3 Description of study: Writing task, sample & procedure

The writing task was based on writing tasks from Cambridge Preliminary
English Test (Fried-Booth 1996; Naylor / Haggar 2004). Written instructions for
the task were given in English. Participants in the study were asked to finish a
letter to an English-speaking friend using 100 words. They had to thank that
friend for their visit. They were supposed to mention three of the things which
they had particularly enjoyed during their stay which had lasted for a few
days. The beginning of the letter “Dear _____” and the first line “I arrived
home safely last night after a good journey” were printed on the test. The
students were also given an additional sheet of paper for any rough work.
This study was conducted in five Croatian counties (Medimurje County,
Varazdin County, Bjelovar-Bilogora County, Krapina-Zagorje County and
Primorje-Gorski Kotar County). The sample included a total of 128 Croatian
EFL learners from seven primary schools in urban areas. At the time of data
collection (before Covid-19 pandemic restrictions in Croatia), they were all
about 14 years old and were finishing Grade 7. Until the day of our study, our
respondents had the same total number of hours in English as a foreign
language during their primary school education. Exposure to the English
language through terrestrial, cable and satellite television, as well as videos,
DVDs and smartphones is present in all our respondents. Regarding their
proficiency level, they were supposed to have reached the B1 level according
to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). The
participants were assigned to one of two groups: monolingual (71 learners)
and bilingual (57 learners). The learners were considered monolingual if
Croatian was the only and exclusive language of communication in the child’s
home environment. The criterion of assigning a learner to the bilingual group
was the knowledge of two languages (Croatian and an additional one; in this
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case Czech or Italian), provided the child had learned the two languages at
home, or one language at home and the other at school as a minority lan-
guage. The bilingual group consisted of 12 male and 15 female learners with
Czech and Croatian as their language combination and 14 male and 16 female
students with the Italian-Croatian language combination. According to the
data from school authorities, all the respondents had been bilinguals since
their early childhood. The vast majority of the participants were simultaneous
bilinguals, and some were consecutive bilinguals where a second language
was added in early childhood.

Members of national minorities! in Croatia can exercise their constitu-
tional right to upbringing and education through three basic models and
special forms of schooling.

Model A, according to which the entire teaching is conducted in the
language and script of the national minority, with mandatory learning of the
Croatian language for the same number of hours as the language of the
minority. Students have the right and obligation to learn additional content
important for the minority community. This teaching model is conducted in a
special institution, but it is possible to conduct it in institutions with classes in
the Croatian language in special departments with classes in the language and
script of the minority.

Model B, according to which teaching is conducted bilingually. The natu-
ral group of subjects is taught in the Croatian language, and the social group of
subjects is taught in the language of the national minority. Classes are con-
ducted in an institution with classes in the Croatian language but in separate
departments.

Model C, according to which classes are conducted in the Croatian lan-
guage with an additional two to five school hours intended for learning
(cultivating) the language and culture of the national minority. An additional
lesson lasting five school hours per week includes learning the language and
literature of the national minority, as well as geography, history, music and
fine arts.

Many members of the Italian and the Czech national minorities in Croatia
use this right and according to our sources in the institutions where this study

1  https://mzo.gov.hr/istaknute-teme/odgoj-i-obrazovanje/obrazovanje-nacionalnih-
manjina/571
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was conducted all the students that were considered as bilinguals were
educated according to Model A.

This study was completely voluntary for the students, anonymous and in
line with the Code of Ethics in Croatia. The researcher was introduced to the
students either by school principals, school psychologists or one of the
teachers from the schools. He explained the purpose of the study. Students
were given codes so that anonymity could be granted. The writing task lasted
for half an hour (30 minutes).

4. Results and discussion

The data were analysed using the free statistical package PSPP for Windows
version 0.10.4-g50f7b7. In our analysis of the deviations in the use of articles
we first looked at the proportion of mistakes in the use of articles in the total
number of grammar mistakes. We then moved on to the analysis of articles by
searching for very serious mistakes. This was followed by the analysis of the
types of mistakes in the use of articles in an EFL writing task.

4.1 Analysis of the use of articles in the total number of
grammar mistakes

In the monolingual group, mistakes in the use of articles constituted 5% and in
the bilingual group 4% of the total number of grammar mistakes. For compari-
son, it should be mentioned that mistakes with articles constituted a much
smaller proportion than the mistakes in the use of tenses in the total number
of grammar mistakes for the same sample of participants (Legac 2021: 139).
We can conclude that from this point of view, both groups were almost equally
good and that there were not too many grammar mistakes resulting from
students’ unfamiliarity with the use of articles in English. In other words,
students in both groups have mastered this field of grammar better than many
other aspects of grammar.

4.2 Analysis of the very serious mistakes in the use of articles

These are mistakes resulting from the fact that the student has not even
mastered the form of articles: mistakes like we will be a friends (example from
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the bilingual group); where the student used the indefinite article a (normally
used with single countable nouns) followed by the ending -s (normally indi-
cating plural of nouns) or We ate a apple (example from the monolingual
group) where the student used the indefinite article a before a noun beginning
with vowel instead of an. The results showed that in both groups (monolingual
and bilingual) such mistakes constituted less than 1% of the mistakes be-
longing to the articles.

4.3 Analysis of the deviations in the use of articles in a writing
task for EFL learners according to the types of mistakes in the
use of articles

Here we proceeded to the analysis of the use of articles according to the
grammar books that have usually been prescribed as obligatory materials in
linguistic courses for prospective teachers of EFL during the last 50 years in
Croatia and the neighbouring countries that used to be part of the common
country (Social Federal Republic of Yugoslavia). These grammars include
Frank (1972), Karlov¢an (1980), Swan (1980), Eastwood (2005) and Quirk /
Greenbaum (2012) and they were the means by which the teachers of our
respondents learnt English grammar at universities and colleges.

A) Definiteness resulting from being mentioned for a second time and
anaphoric use. Monolingual students made four mistakes, while bilinguals did
not make a single mistake of this kind.

We saw a train. A train was very long.

He drove in a Mercedes. A car was expensive.
We saw a pigeon. A pigeon flew very fast.
There was a picture. A picture was nice.

B) Definiteness resulting from the so-called reason of locality, i.e., it can
represent only one particular thing, because there is only one floor in that
room, or only one door, one window, etc., and it is clear what object we are
referring to. Monolingual students made six mistakes:

It was on floor.
We were swimming in pool.
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I'will tell you all about journey.
We were in house.

There was nobody in train.
Your Mom was in kitchen.

As can be seen, students from the monolingual group dropped the
definite article here and bilingual students did not make a single mistake of
this kind again.

C) Wrong use of the definite article in sentences where it is supposed to
be omitted because buildings are used for their primary purpose, e.g. We go to
school as students or teachers, people serve sentences in prison; churches are
meant to be used for prayers and worship services, etc. Monolingual students
made five mistakes:

His mother works in the school.

We went to the bed (meaning: ‘to sleep’).

His younger sister does not go to the school.

She never go to the school in the afternoon (additional mistake with the
form of the verb).

She likes to go to the school

Bilinguals made two mistakes:

We did not want to go to the bed.
Jean did not have to go to the school on my last day.

Participants in our study used the definite article here instead of drop-
ping it. The author of this paper knows from his long experience of teaching
prospective EFL teachers that advanced learners have serious difficulties
distinguishing between the primary and non-primary purpose of these institu-
tions: He goes to school (to learn because he is a student); Our polling station
was in the school (there is only one school in our village and we voted in that
building).

D) Wrong use of the definite article where it cannot be used. It was used
with most when it was used as an adverb. Monolinguals made two mistakes of
that kind:
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He liked it the most.
We like it the most.

Bilinguals made one mistake of that sort:
I liked it the most when we went to the swimming pool.

They probably used the definite article because they knew that it has to
be used with superlatives of adjectives and they did not distinguish between
the lexeme most used as an adjective and as an adverb.

E) Wrong use of the definite article with abstract nouns instead of its
omission. There were three occurrences of that kind recorded among mono-
linguals:

Her grandpa is full of the wisdom.
London is full of the beauty.
It was a day of the happiness.

No mistake of that sort was recorded in the bilingual group. Here
students tend to think that this abstract noun is used in a concrete sense and
that the use of the definite article is obligatory.

F) Wrong droppings of the indefinite article a, an (in subject comple-
ments). Monolinguals made four mistakes of that kind. They were found in the
following sentences:

You are very nice person.
Bubi is sweet dog.
I was happy person there.
London is expensive city.
There was one such occurrence in the bilingual group:

It’s such beautiful city. (it refers to London)

G) Use of the numeral one where native speakers of English would prefer
the indefinite article. Monolingual students made one mistake:
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We saw one dog.

There was no mistake of that kind in the letters written by bilingual
learners.

The root of the wrong use of the numeral one instead of the indefinite
article a or an is most probably the result of the interference with Croatian on
the part of the monolingual learners because Croatian grammar requires the
use of the numeral and students forget that the indefinite article in English
also means one.

H) Wrong dropping of the definite article before musical instruments.
Only two mistakes of that kind were recorded in the monolingual group:

Jack plays piano.
We sang and played guitar.

These students have not learnt the rule or have mixed it with the rule of
German that they were also learning at the time of testing for this study (Er
spielt Gitarre). Bilingual learners made no mistake of that kind.

I) Deviations in the use of articles in fixed expressions, geographical
names, names of buildings, streets, etc. Monolingual learners made 16
mistakes:

We had great time (omission of the indefinite article a). The same mistake
was repeated by two students.

It’s pity (omission of the indefinite article a). This mistake was repeated
several times

I liked to be in Netherlands (omission of the definite article the).

Thank you for taking me to the Downing Street (wrong use of the definite
article instead of zero article).

I liked Tower of London (wrong omission of the definite article the)

Thank you for inviting me to United Kingdom (wrong omission of the
definite article the)

Bilinguals made 12 mistakes:
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I had great time (students dropped the indefinite article a — the expression
to have a great time was wrongly used several times).

What shame? (a couple of students dropped the indefinite article a)

I liked fish and the chips (instead of fish and chips).

I missed Adriatic Sea (several students dropped the definite article the)
I'was sad when I saw Alps from the plane again (this student forgot to put
the definite article here).

The problem with the above examples is that they have to be individually
learnt if they are part of fixed expressions or students remember the general
rule that you do not use articles with geographical names (France, Sweden,
Italy) and they forget that a definite article has to be used with plural names of
countries (the Netherlands) or when a common noun (kingdom) is a part of the
full name of the country (the United Kingdom). Sometimes students tend to use
the rule about articles that is applied to one of the other foreign languages that
they learn at the same time or that they have previously learnt, so they use the
definite article with names of streets in English because it is used in German
(die Ludwigsstrafse).

4.4 Analysis of the frequency of deviations, analysis of t-test and
correlations quotients between the two researched groups of
participants

The analysis of the frequency of deviations in the use of articles revealed that
there were 95 students (74.2% or almost three quarters) in the whole sample
who did not make a single mistake in the use of articles. Their number in the
monolingual group was 46 or 64.79% and 49 or 85.96% in the bilingual group.
This indicates a better performance of the bilingual EFL learners, but the
results were quite satisfactory for both groups if we take into consideration
the fact that articles present a very difficult area for EFL learners in Croatia
(Zergollern-Mileti¢ 2014: 7)

The analysis of the frequency of deviations in the use of articles revealed
that their sum for monolinguals was 42, and for bilinguals 16. This means that
the sum in monolinguals was more than 2.5 times higher than in bilinguals.
This is another indication of the better achievement of the bilingual students.



251 — Vladimir Legac
Article use by primary school students in Croatia

Real proof for the outperformance of bilingual EFL learners over their mono-
lingual counterparts was found in the results of the t-test. It can be clearly
seen (see Table 1) that the difference between the two means in this variable
(monolingual students 0.62; bilingual students 0.28) is statistically significant (¢
=2.12, p<0.05).

Table 1. t-test results for number of deviations in the use of articles.

number of mean S.D. t P
students
monolingual 71 0.62 0.99
students
2.12 0.36
bilingual 57 0.28 0.82
students

These results thus confirm our first starting hypothesis. It stated that
bilingual EFL learners would be better at the use of articles in EFL than their
monolingual counterparts.

In order to test our second starting hypothesis, we also looked at the
correlations between the number of deviations in the use of articles and the
achievement in the form of points given by three independent graders (they
did not know each other, they were specially trained and their assessments
and evaluations are used by college and university institutions and the Minis-
try of Education and Sports and the National Centre for External Evaluation of
Education for the state graduation exams) for the writing task (see Table 2
below). They were negative and statistically significant for both groups
(monolinguals - r = - 0.436, p<0.01).

Table 2. Correlation coefficients between the number of deviations in the use of articles
and the achievement in writing skills in EFL.

achievement in writing skills in EFL

number of deviations in monolingual learners bilingual learners
the use of articles -0.436* -0.456*
*correlation is significant at the 0.01 level

The second hypothesis has also been confirmed. It stated there would be a
negative relationship between the number of deviations in the use of articles
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and the achievement in writing skills in the number of points given by three
independent graders.

5 Conclusion

In the past, the author of this paper has conducted studies in Croatia where he
compared the achievement in EFL between monolingual and bilingual EFL
learners in various language skills (listening, speaking and writing). He has
also researched the differences between monolingual and bilingual EFL
learners in affective factors and creativity. The results of those studies sug-
gested that bilingual learners had better results. Recently he started to com-
pare the differences between these two groups of individuals in various
aspects of grammar. Since correct usage of articles is a very difficult area of
grammar for Croatian EFL learners (Zergollern-Mileti¢ [2014] claims that
advanced learners and interpreters have serious problems in mastering their
correct usage), the author wanted to compare the deviations in the use of
articles in EFL in writing EFL on a task of writing a letter to a friend with
several prescribed elements. He had two starting hypotheses:

H1 - Bilingual learners of EFL will be better at using articles in EFL than
their monolingual counterparts.

H2 - There will be a negative relationship between the number of devi-
ations in the use of articles and the achievement in writing skills in
the number of points given by three independent graders.

Both hypotheses of this study have been confirmed. The results of a t-test
analysis have shown that the differences between the means of the two
researched groups were statistically significant and have thus confirmed the
first hypothesis: Bilingual EFL learners are better at using articles in EFL than
their monolingual counterparts. The results of the correlation analysis have
confirmed the second starting hypothesis, so it has been concluded that there
is a negative relationship between the number of deviations in the use of
articles and the achievement in writing measured by the number of points
given by three independent graders. The author points out here that devi-
ations in the use of articles have constituted a tiny proportion of all grammar
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mistakes in both research groups of participants. Students often used them
correctly in both researched groups, so our congratulations go to both
students and their teachers.

However, these results should be treated with caution. Although students
in the sample did not make many mistakes in using articles, it does not mean
they have mastered using articles completely. There is an essential limitation
to this study: Students had to complete a letter, and it was easier for them to
keep their writing under control as students are taught by their EFL teachers
how to avoid mistakes whenever they are in doubt. If the students had been
given a test with translation from Croatian, Czech or Italian into English, it
might have given not-so-good results. Since the results of this study imply that
bilingual learners of EFL can have better results in one aspect of the achiev-
ment in writing skills in EFL and as other studies by the author and other
authors conducted in Croatia have shown similar results, we suggest that
parents of minority languages in Croatia should be encouraged to raise their
children as bilinguals. With bilingual communities, there is always a danger
that they could start using only one language (in our case, only Croatian), as
using it as the sole language of communication would be enough for them to
have fairly successful communication at home and in their environment as
everybody understands Croatian. We cannot be sure, however, that this better
performance is due to children’s bilinguality. To draw more conclusions about
the differences between monolingual and bilingual learners of EFL, further
research in this area seems necessary both in Croatia and abroad.

References

Ahat, Rayhangiil (2014): “Motivational Differences between Monolinguals and Bilinguals
in the Context of English as a Foreign Language: A Case Study on the Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region”. Journal of Language Teaching and Research 8(3), 505—
516.

Bloomfield, Leonard (1935): Language. London: Allen and Unwin.

Cummins, Jim (2000). Language, Power and Pedagogy. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Cummins, George M. (1998). “Studies in Language”. International Journal sponsored by
the Foundation “Foundations of Language” 22(3), 567-596.

Eastwood, John (2005). Oxford Learner's Grammar — Grammar Finder. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Frank, Marcella (1972): Modern English: A Practical Reference Guide. Englewood Cliffs,
New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.



254 — Vladimir Legac
Article use by primary school students in Croatia

Fried-Booth, Diana L. (1996). PET Practice Tests — Five Tests for the Cambridge
Preliminary English Test. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hamers, J. F./Blanc, M. H. A. (2000): Bilinguality and Bilingualism. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Harding-Esch, Edith / Riley, Philip (2003): The Bilingual Family: A Handbook for Parents.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Jelaska, Zrinka (2005): “Dvojezi¢nost i viSejezi¢nost”. In: Jelaska, Zrinka (ed.): Hrvatski
kao drugi i strani jezik. Zagreb: Hrvatska sveuciliSna naklada, 38-48.

Jernej, Josip (1976): Konverzaciona talijanska gramatika. I I II dio (za pocetnike i
naprednije). Zagreb: Skolska knjiga.

Jernej, Josip (1990): Talijanska gramatika za svakoga — Gramamtica italiana per tutti.
Zagreb: Skolska knjiga.

Jespersen, Otto (1933): Essentials of English Grammar. London. George Allen & Unwin.

Jessner, Ulrike (2006): Linguistic Awareness in Multilinguals. Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press.

Karlov¢an, Vjekoslav (1980): A Survey of English Grammar I. Zagreb: Filozofski fakultet
Sveucilita u Zagrebu.

Kosti¢-Bobanovi¢, Moira / Bobanovi¢, Mieta (2011): “A Comparative Study of Language
Learning Strategies Used by Monolingual and Bilingual EFL Learners”. Metodicki
obzori 13(6), 41-53.

Legac, Vladimir (2008): “Shyness and Achievement in Listening Comprehension of EFL
in Croatian Monolingual and Bilingual Students”. Kutatdsok 2007, 465-475.

Legac, Vladimir (2013). “Intensity of Motivation in Monolingual and Bilingual Students
in Learning English. The Relationship between Motivation and Achievement in
Listening Comprehension in English as a Foreign Language”. In: Karagiannidou,
Evangelia / Papadopoulou, Charis-Olga / Skourtou, Eleni (eds.): Sprachenvielfalt und
Sprachenlernen. Neue Wege zur Literalitdt. Frankfurt am Main et al.: Peter Lang, 365—
374.

Legac, Vladimir (2014a): “Foreign Language Anxiety and Achievement in Writing Skill of
Monolingual and Bilingual EFL Learners”. In: Zebrowska, Ewa / Jaworska, Mariola /
Steinhoff, Dirk (eds.): Materialitit und Medialitdt der sprachlichen Kommunikation /
Materiality and Mediality of Linguistic Communication. Frankfurt am Main et al.:
Peter Lang, 225-234.

Legac, Vladimir (2014b): “Communication Apprehension and Achievement in Speaking
Skill in Monolingual and Bilingual Learners of English as a Foreign Language.” In:
De la Cruz Cabanillas Isabel / Martinez Tejodor, Cristina (eds.): Linguistic Insights:
Studies on Languages. Alcala de Heneras: Universidad de Alcala Servicio de
publicaciones, 287-300.

Legac, Vladimir (2015) “Willingness to Communicate and Achievement in Listening
Comprehension in Monolingual and Bilingual Students of English as a Foreign
Language”. In: T6th, J6zsef (ed.): Die Sprache und ihre Wissenschaft zwischen
Tradition und Innovation. Frankfurt am Main et al., 339-349.

Legac, Vladimir (2019a): “Kreativnost u jednojezi¢nih i dvojezi¢nih ucenika engleskog
kao stranog jezika”. In: Bordas, Sdndor (ed.): Methods and Theories: Conference
Proceedings in Languages Other than Hungarian of the X. International Conference of
Teaching Methodology (2019). Baja, Madarska: E6tvos Jozsef Féiskola, 235-248.



255 — Vladimir Legac
Article use by primary school students in Croatia

Legac, Vladimir (2019b): “Outside Classroom Foreign Language Anxiety and Speaking
Skill in Monolingual and Bilingual Learners of English as a Foreign Language”. In:
Stréssler, Jirg (ed.): Sprache(n) fiir Europa. Mehrsprachigkeit als Chance. Language(s)
for Europe. Multilingualism as a Chance. Berlin et. al.: Peter Lang, 55-66.

Legac, Vladimir (2021) “Deviations in the Use of Tenses in Writing in English as a
Foreign Language in Monolingual and Bilingual Primary School Students in Croatia”.
Crossing Boundaries in Culture and Communication 12(2), 130-143.

Legac, Vladimir (2023) “Ortografska odstupanja u pisanju na engleskom kao stranom
jeziku u jednojezi¢nih i dvojezi¢nih ucenika osnovne $kole”. In: Nik¢evi¢-Milkovic,
Anela / Brala-Mudrovci¢, Jasminka / Jurkovié¢, Denis (eds.): Globalne promjene u
obrazovanju i ocuvanju bastine. Zadar: SveuciliSte u Zadru, 43-60.

Lyons, Christopher (1991): Definiteness. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Martinovi¢ Anna / Balenovi¢, Katica (2019): “A Study of English Article Usage among
Croatian University Students”. Metodicki Vidici 10, 95-112.

Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢, Jelena / Legac, Vladimir (2008): “Foreign Language Anxiety and
Listening Comprehension of Monolingual and Bilingual EFL Learners”. Studia
Romanica Et Anglica Zagrabiensia 53, 327-347.

Naylor, Hagar / Haggar, Stuart (2004): Insight into PET with Answers. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Oller, D. Kimbrough / Pearson Zurer, Barbara / Cobo Lewis, Alan B. (2007): “Profile
Effects in Early Bilingual Language and Literacy”. Applied Psycholinguistics 28(1),
191-230.

Pfenniger, Simone E. (2013) “On Acquisition, Age and Articles in Multilingual
Switzerland”. In: Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovic, Jelena & Medved Krajnovi¢, Marta (eds.):
University of Zagreb Roundtable — Empirical Studies in English Applied Linguistics.
Zagreb: FF Press, 22-35.

Quirk, Randolph / Greenbaum, Sidney (1973): A University Grammar of English. London:
Longman.

Quirk, Randolph / Greenbaum, Sidney (2012): A University Grammar of English. London:
Pearson Education.

Spalatin, Leonardo (1976): “An Approach to the Definite Article”. In: Filipovi¢, Rudolf
(ed.): Reports 10. Zagreb & Washington, D.C.: Institute of Linguistics, Faculty of
Philosophy, University of Zagreb & Center for Applied Linguistics, Washington, D.C.,
103-119.

Swan, Michael (1980): Practical English Usage. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Vilke, Mirjana (1991): “Bilingvizam kod djece”. Strani jezici 20, 138-146.

Wierzbicka, Anna (1992): Semantics, Culture, and Cognition: Universal Human Concepts
in Culture-Specific Configurations. New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Zergollern Mileti¢, Lovorka (2014): Clan u engleskome i govornici hrvatskoga. Zagreb:
Hrvatska sveucili$na naklada.



