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Abstract 

 

The article discusses the results of a study focusing on the acquisition of English 

determiners by L1 speakers of Croatian and L1 speakers of French – very advanced 

learners of English (university students of English). In English, Croatian and French the 

concepts of definiteness and indefiniteness are expressed and grammaticalised in different 

ways, therefore the types, the use and distribution of determiners differ from one language 

to the other. Numerous studies have focused on the acquisition of English articles in the 

past few decades (primarily by L1 speakers of languages that do not possess articles). 

Nevertheless, the acquisition of determiners in general has not been given much concern.  

The main interest of this study was to establish whether Croatian as L1 (-articles) and 

French as L1 (+articles) respectively influenced the choices of the two groups of 

respondents. These two groups of learners were considered to be appropriate for a 

comparative study of the acquisition of English determiners, as they represent two L1 

systems with different characteristics. 

Counter to our expectations, the results do not show any significant difference between the 

two groups of respondents. The conclusion may be that the length and intensity of 

instruction reduce mistakes, and lead to a production of determiners that is close to native-

like. 

 

 

1 Introduction 

 

In this article we are presenting the results of a study looking into the acquisition of English 

determiners by two groups of English learners: a group of French advanced learners of 

English (university students of English), and a group of Croatian advanced learners of English 

(university students of English).  French and Croatian are languages with different systems of 

determiners, therefore these two groups of learners were considered appropriate for a 

comparative study.  

 

 

1.1 Previous research 



 

A large part of the literature regarding the acquisition of English by non-native speakers has 

been dedicated to the problem of the acquisition of English articles (Goto Butler 2002; 

Trenkic 2002a; 2002b; Humphrey 2007; García Mayo and Hawkins 2009; Zergollern-Miletić 

2011; 2014; Austin, Pongpairoj and Trenkic 2015). The acquisition of the other English 

determiners has not been given as much scholarly attention. Works that bear titles suggesting 

that the studies they are based upon investigate the acquisition of all English determiners 

mostly focus on articles as well (Snape 2006; Abu-Akel, Baile and Thum 2004; Deprez, 

Sleeman and Guella 2011), which might be an indication of the fact that articles are the most 

problematic of all the determiners. Articles are, according to research, also the most common 

of all the determiners (Biber, Conrad and Leech 2002; Gačić 2009). It has been established 

that speakers of article-less languages, such as most Slavic languages, experience 

considerable difficulties in acquiring English articles (Trenkic 2004; 2007; 2008; Avery and 

Radišić 2007; Zergollern-Miletić 2010; 2014). As for the acquisition of other determiners by 

L1 Slavic language speakers, some research concerning L1 Croatian and L1 Serbian speakers 

has suggested that the English determiners other than the articles pose very little or no 

difficulty (Trenkic 2002a; Zergollern-Miletić 2014b), although English uses possessives in a 

larger number of contexts than Croatian and Serbian respectively. Studies have also shown 

that speakers whose languages possess articles may also encounter problems understanding 

and using English articles (Sarko 2008 for L1 French speakers; Pfenninger 2012 for L1 

French and L1 German speakers). As far as the acquisition of English articles by L1 French 

learners of English is concerned, there have been interesting studies, some of which compared 

French advanced learners to advanced learners of Thai, a language that does not possess 

articles. Pongpapairoj (2006) looked into the use of articles in adjectivally premodified vs. 

adjectivally non-premodified nominal structures. The findings showed that the omissions in 

adjectivally premodified nominal structures were strongly evident in the Thai group, but not 

in the French group. Trenkic and Pongpairoj (2013) looked into the effect of referent salience 

on L2 article production. Again, Thai (-articles) and French (+articles) learners were involved 

in the study. As in the previously mentioned study, Thai respondents omitted articles more.  

We may conclude that a large part of the literature has been focused on the acquisition of 

English articles, primarily by learners of English whose languages do not possess articles. The 

acquisition of English determiners in general has not been so widely researched. There are 

two possible reasons for that:  



(1) articles are, according to research, the most common of all the determiners (Biber, 

Conrad and Leech 2002; Gačić 2009); 

(2) learners of English experience more difficulties in acquiring English articles than any 

other English determiners. 

 

 

1.2 The systems of determiners in English, Croatian and French 

 

The Croatian system of determiners is different from the English primarily because Croatian 

does not possess articles (tables 1 and 2). On the other hand, it possesses grammatical gender 

and cases. The use of possessives is less frequent in Croatian than in English, but Croatian 

learners of English do not show difficulties in using English possessives in contexts atypical 

for the Croatian language (Zergollern-Miletić 2015): 

 

Eng: I broke  my  arm. 

Cro: Slomio sam  0  ruku. – no possessive 

 

The acquisition of determiners other than articles by L1 Croatian learners of English has not 

been identified as problematic (Zergollern-Miletić 2015). 

French has a more complex system of determiners than English (tables 1 and 3) because it 

possesses grammatical gender and three types of articles (definite, indefinite and partitive).
22

   

It also has an indefinite article for the plural (des). Some articles undergo morphological 

changes when used with certain prepositions (for example: de + les = des, de + le = du). 

French has a different distribution of articles, and generally uses articles in more contexts than 

English.
23

 For instance, articles are obligatory with abstract nouns (Fr: la liberté vs. Eng: 

freedom) and mass nouns (Fr: l’encre vs. Eng: ink), as well as with almost all geographical 

names (Fr: l’Europe vs. Eng: Europe). On the other hand, French does not always use an 

article in classifying (Eng: He is a doctor. vs. Fr: Il est 0 médicin.). French does not use 

possessives in identical contexts as English. In certain contexts it uses reflexive pronouns 

rather than possessives (Eng: I broke my arm. vs. Fr: Il s’est cassé la main.). In the given 
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 Robinson and Ellis (2008: 442) offer explanations for the use of French articles from the standpoint of 

cognitive linguistics.  
23

 Jespersen (1933) points out to the fact that English uses articles more sparingly than many other languages. 



example French uses the reflexive pronoun se and the definite article with the noun main 

‘arm’. 

 

Table 1: The English system of determiners  

Determiner type 
Countable nouns Uncountable nouns 

(singular) 
Singular nouns Plural nouns 

Zero article \ chairs water 

Indefinite article a chair \ \ 

Definite article the chair the chairs the water 

Possessives 

(other possessives: 

your, his, her, etc.) 

my chair my chairs my water 

Demonstratives this/that chair these/those chairs this/that water 

Quantifiers * some chair some chairs some water  

Interrogative 

determiners 

  

whose, which, 

what  chair 
whose, which, 

what chairs 
whose, which, what 
water 

Numerals ** one chair two chairs \ 
*Some quantifiers are only used with countable nouns (few, a few), some are used with uncountable nouns 

(little, a little), some are used with both types of nouns (some, any). 

**Numerals (numbers) are not listed as determiners in all modern English grammars. 

 

Table 2: The Croatian system of determiners
24

 

Determiner type   

Possessives    

(other possessives: 

tvoj ʽyourʼ, njegov 

ʽhisʼ, njezin ʽherʼ, 

etc.) 

moj ʽmy – m, sgʼ, moja ʽmy – f, sgʼ, moje ʽmy – neuter, sgʼ, moji 

ʽmy – m, plʼ, moje ʽmy – f, plʼ, moja ʽmy – neuter, plʼ 

 

Demonstratives ovaj, onaj, taj (all three have the masculine, the feminine and the 

neuter forms, as well as the plural forms) 

Quantifiers malo ʽa littleʼ, mnogo ʽa lotʼ, etc. 

Indefinites neki ʽsomeʼ, koji ʽwhichʼ, ijedan ʽanyʼ, etc. 

 

Table 3: The French system of determiners 

Determiner type 
Countable nouns Uncountable nouns 

(singular) Singular nouns Plural nouns 

Zero article*       

Indefinite article un (m), une (f)                            des (m, f) \ 

                                                      
24

 In Croatian linguistics there is a discussion as to what are the determiners in the Croatian language (Kordić 

1992; Vukojević 1995). 



Definite article le (m), la (f) les (m, f) \ 

Partitive article             \ \ du (m), de la (f) 

Demonstratives ce (m), cet (m – in 

front of a vowel), 

cette (f)  

ces (m, f) ce, cet, cette 

Possessives  

(other possessives: ton 

ʽyourʼ, son ʽhis, herʼ, 

etc.) 

Mon ʽmy – mʼ,  

ma ʽmy – fʼ 

Mes ʽmy – plʼ Mon ʽmy – mʼ,  

ma ʽmy – fʼ 

Interrogatives Quel? ʽwhich – mʼ 

Quelle?  ʽwhich – fʼ 

Quels?  

ʽwhich –m, plʼ 

Quelles?   

ʽwhich – f, plʼ 

Quel? ʽwhich – mʼ 

Quelle? ʽwhich – fʼ 

Exclamatives Quel! Quelle! Quels! Quelles!   Quel! Quelle! 

Relative determiners lequel ʽwhich – mʼ, 

laquelle ʽwhich – fʼ 

lesquels  

ʽwhich – m, plʼ 

lesquelles  

ʽwhich – f  plʼ 

lequel, laquelle  

Indefinites aucun ʽnoʼ, autre ʽotherʼ, chaque ʽeveryʼ – some can be used with 

uncountable nouns, and some cannot 

Numerals un, une, deux, etc. 

*In French, as we have already said, most nouns are preceded by determiners, in most cases articles. No articles 

are used for instance in certain phrases such as avoir peur ʽto be frightenedʼ), with most proper names, and in 

enumeration (Fr: Hommes, femmes, enfants, tout le monde dut sortir. – Eng: Men, women, children, everybody 

had to go out.). 

 

It can be observed that there are similarities and differences between the three systems of 

determiners. There are also differences between the ways they are classified and presented in 

the grammars of the three languages. In our study, which will be described in the following 

section, we tried to determine possible differences in the acquisition of English determiners 

by learners of English whose L1s are respectively Croatian and French. 

 

 

2 The Study 

2.1 Aim 

 

The aim of the study was to investigate how two groups of respondents – a group of advanced 

L1 French learners of English and a group of advanced L1 Croatian learners of English – L1 

speakers of languages with different systems of determiners, would perform on a task testing 



their acquisition of the English determiners. Since the respective L1s of the two groups of 

respondents possess different systems of determiners, as has already been pointed out, our 

interest was to see whether the results would show possible influences of the respective L1 

determiner systems on the acquisition of English determiners by the two groups of 

respondents. We decided to conduct this research since we had encountered very few studies 

comparing the acquisition of determiners by learners of English with different determiner 

systems. In addition, no such research regarding the Croatian language had been conducted. 

 

 

2.2 Participants 

 

The participants in the study were two groups of university students of English, one Croatian 

and the other French at approximately the same level of acquisition of English (C1 to C2). 

Their proficiency had been tested during their studies of English. Twenty French students 

participated in the research, as well as twenty Croatian ones.  

There was a control group that included ten L1 speakers of English – university graduates. 

Among the control group there were two linguists who are also translators and university 

lecturers. One participant in the control group is a teacher of English as well as a translator, 

and one is a TESOL teacher of English. One participant is an editor in a newspaper. The rest 

of the group may be referred to as well-educated native speakers of English. 

 

 

2.3 Instrument 

 

The instrument in this study was a text taken from The New York Times, where all the 

determiners had been deleted. The participants were asked to insert determiners into the text 

to make it grammatically correct and coherent. No hint was given as to where determiners 

should be inserted – there was spacing between each word. In the text below determiners 

were re-introduced according to the original text from the New York Times, and according to 

the decisions of the members of the control group comprising English L1 speakers. In the 

cases where there is more than one answer, The New York Times version is always the first 

one. All the noun structures within the text are marked with numbers. 

 



1) 0 Pope Francis continued reshaping 2) THE hierarchy of 3) THE Roman Catholic Church 

on 4) 0 Sunday by appointing 5) HIS/A/THE first group of cardinals with 6) AN/0/THE 

emphasis on 7) 0 Asia, 8) 0 Africa and 9) 0 Latin America, even as he also made 10) 

0/SOME omissions that signal 11) HIS/0/A distaste for 12) THE traditional clerical career 

ladder. 

Nine months into 13) HIS/THE/0 papacy, 14) 0 Francis has sought to shift 15) THE tone of 

16) THE church. On 19) 0 Sunday, he named 20) 0 cardinals from 21) 0 small, poor countries 

like 22) 0 Haiti, 23) 0 Burkina Faso, 24) 0 Nicaragua and 25) 0 Ivory Coast. He also named 

26) A/HIS/THE second cardinal for 27) THE Philippines, 28) A heavily Catholic nation 

struggling to recover from 29) A/THE devastating typhoon. 

30)“THE/HIS I/idea is definitely to move to 31) THE south,” said 32) 0 Alberto Melloni, 

33) A/THE/0 prominent Vatican historian. 

For 34) ANY/THE/A pope, appointing 35) 0 cardinals is 36) A/HIS chance to shape 37) 

THE direction and 38) THE/0 future of 39) THE universal church, since 40) THE/0 120 

members of 41) THE College of 42) Cardinals elect 43) 0 new popes. 44) 0 Francis was 

elected 45) 0 last March after 46) THE resignation of 47) HIS/0 predecessor Benedict XVI, 

who stepped down amid 48) 0/THE scandals at 49) THE Vatican. 

But 50) Francis’s appointments to 51) THE college are also 52) 0/A part of 53) 0/HIS larger 

plans for 54) THE church, which include opening 55) A/0 broad debate on 56) THE theme of 

57) 0/THE family that could touch on 58) 0 delicate issues like 59) 0 homosexuality and 60) 

0 divorce. 

 

A Croatian translation of the text serving as the instrument is provided below to illustrate the 

problems which a Croatian L1 speaker – learner of English might have in choosing the right 

determiners, primarily owing to the fact that Croatian requires a more restricted number of 

determiners than English. The translation was provided by the author of this article. It was 

further edited by a Croatist. Despite differences between the two syntaxes, it was possible to 

retain almost the same number of noun phrases as in the original English text. Only in number 

41) the Croatian syntax required an adjective instead of a postmodifying noun, which is 

marked by italics. 

 

U 1) 0 nedjelju je 2) 0 papa Franjo nastavio mijenjati 3) 0 hijerarhiju 4) 0 Rimokatoličke 

crkve imenujući 5) 0 prvu grupu kardinala s 6) 0 naglaskom na 7) 0 Aziju, 8) 0 Afriku i 9) 0 



Južnu Ameriku. Uz to, 10) NEKA izbjegavanja pokazuju 11) NJEGOV otpor prema 12) 0 

tradicionalnoj klerikalnoj karijernoj ljestvici. 

Kroz devet mjeseci 13) 0/SVOG pontifikata, 14) 0 Franjo je pokušao promijeniti 15) 0 ton 

16) 0 crkve, s 17) 0 posebnim obzirom na pomaganje 18) 0 siromašnima. U 19) 0 nedjelju je 

imenovao 20) 0 kardinale iz 21) 0 malih, siromašnih zemalja poput 22) 0 Haitija, 23) 0 

Burkine Faso, 24) 0 Nikaragve i 25) 0 Obale Bjelokosti. Također je imenovao 26) 0 drugoga 

kardinala za 27) 0 Filipine, 28) 0 izrazito katoličku zemlju koja se trudi oporaviti nakon 29) 0 

strašnoga tajfuna. 

„30) NJEGOVA je zamisao/0 Zamisao je da se definitivno treba okrenuti prema 31) 0 jugu,“ 

rekao je 32) 0 Alberto Melloni, 33) 0 istaknuti vatikanski povjesničar. 

Za 34) SVAKOGA je papu/za 0 papu je imenovanje 35) 0 kardinala 36) 0 prilika da se 

odrede 37) 0 smjernice i 38) 0 budućnost 39) 0 Univerzalne crkve, budući da 40) 0 120 

članova 41) 0 Kardinalskoga kolegija biraju 42) 0 nove pape. 43) 0 Franjo je izabran 44) 0 

prošloga ožujka nakon 45) 0 ostavke 46) NJEGOVA prethodnika Benedikta VI usred 47) 0 

skandala u 48) 0 Vatikanu. 

No, 49) 0 Franjina imenovanja u 50) 0 Kolegij također su 51) 0 dio 52) 0/NJEGOVIH širih 

planova za 53) 0 crkvu, koji uključuju otvaranje 54) 0 široke rasprave na 55) 0 temu 56) 0 

obitelji, koja bi se mogla dotaknuti 57) 0 osjetljivih tema poput 58) 0 homoseksualnosti i 59) 

0 razvoda. 

 

As can be observed, the Croatian text does not require any determiners with most noun 

structures. In number 10) a quantifier
25

 which expresses indefiniteness is required. In the 

English text, either the quantifier ʽsomeʼ or the omission of any article signal the indefinite 

context. In number 34) of the Croatian text a quantifier is optional, but if it is used, the 

nominal phrase becomes indefinite. The nominal phrase without a determiner may be 

interpreted either as definite or indefinite. The rest of the determiners used in the Croatian text 

are possessives. 

A French translation of the text is provided below. The original text was translated into 

French by the author of this article, and further edited by a native speaker of French, a 

language and translation instructor at a Croatian university. In those places where the French 

syntax had to be altered, the text is in italics. 
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 In Croatian grammars grammatical words that function as quantifiers  are traditionally referred to as ʽindefinite 

pronounsʼ (Pranjković and Silić 2005). 



All the noun structures are marked with numbers. In those parts of the text where the English 

text did not require any determiners, but the French text did, an asterisk (*) was inserted. 

 

1) 0 Samedi, 2)*LE Pape François a continué à remodeler 3) LA hiérarchie de 4) L’Église 

catholique en nommant 5) UN premier groupe de cardinaux, 6)) *AU sein/*DUQUEL sont 

particulièrement représentées 7) *L’Asie, 8) *L’Afrique et 9) *L’Amérique Latine, et en 

faisant 10) QUELQUES omissions qui signalent 11) SON aversion pour 12) LA 

traditionnelle échelle de carrière cléricale. 

Au cours *DES neuf mois de 13) SA papauté/de SES neuf mois de papauté, 14) 0 François 

s’est efforcé de changer 15) LE ton de 16) L’église, en plaçant 17) AU centre de *SES 

préoccupations *L’aide 18) AUX pauvres. 19) 0 Samedi, il a nommé 20)*DES cardinaux de 

21) 0 petits pays pauvres tels que 22) 0 Haïti, 23)*LE Burkina Faso, 24)*LE Nicaragua et 25) 

*LA Côte d’Ivoire. Il a aussi nommé 26) UN deuxième cardinal pour 27) LES Philippines, 

28) UNE nation fortement catholique, qui essaye de se relever après 29) UN typhon 

dévastateur/LE typhon qui l’a frappée. 

« Il est clair que 30) SON/L’idée est de se tourner vers 31) LE sud », dit 32) 0 Alberto 

Melloni, 33) UN historien important/0 éminent historien 34) DU Vatican. 

Pour 35) UN/LE pape, nommer 36)*DES cardinaux est 37) UNE chance de façonner 38) 

L’orientation et 39) LE futur de 40) L’église universelle, car 41) LES 120 membres 42) DU 

Collège 43) *DES cardinaux (Collège cardinalice) élisent 44) *LES nouveaux papes. 45) 0 

François a été élu 46) 0 en mars dernier, après 47) LA démission de 48) SON prédécesseur 

Benoît XVI, qui a démissionné au milieu 49) DES scandales 50) AU/DU Vatican. 

Par ailleurs, 51) *LES nominations 52) AU collège par 53) 0 François font aussi 54) 0 partie 

de 55) SES plans plus larges pour 56) L’Eglise, qui comprennent 57)*L’ouverture d’58) UN 

vaste débat sur 59) LA famille, qui pourrait aborder 60) *DES questions délicates telles que 

61) *L’homosexualité et 62)*LE divorce. 

 

It has already been said in § 1.2 that the distribution of determiners in French differs from that 

in English. In addition, French uses articles in more contexts than English, which can be seen 

in the above translation of the English text. 

 

 

2.4 Procedure 

 



The French group were asked to perform the task at the beginning of a lecture taking place at 

their university in France. The Croatian group were asked to perform the task at the beginning 

of a lecture taking place at their university in Croatia. They were all informed that the task 

was voluntary, that it would solely be used for the purposes of this research, and that the 

participants were to remain anonymous. The participants were given twenty minutes to 

perform the task. 

The control group were e-mailed the task. They were asked to complete it and e-mail it back. 

 

 

2.5 Predictions 

 

Basing our predictions on the results of research done so far, we expected that the French 

group of respondents would perform better on the task. We also expected that the French 

respondents would make no mistakes in the contexts where English syntax is identical to 

French syntax, requiring determiners. As for the Croatian group of respondents, we expected 

that there might be a number of cases of the omission, as well as of the substitution of articles.  

Bearing in mind the high level of the acquisition of English in both groups, we did not expect 

a considerable number of omissions, since omissions have been reported by research to be 

declining in learners at higher levels of acquisition of English (Trenkic 2002b). 

 

 

3 Results  

 

The correctness/coherence of the respondents’ choices was checked against the original text 

taken from The New York Times and the solutions of the control group. Two Croatian 

respondents completed the task without any mistake (compared to four in the French group), 

and the average number of mistakes across the group was 2.95. In the French group the 

average number of mistakes across the group was 2.4 (table 4). Concerning the total number 

of mistakes in the two groups (Croatian: 59, French: 48) the difference between the results 

does not prove to be statistically relevant (Chi-square=1.008, df=1, Chi-square limit value = 

3.841, p>0.05). In the French group mistakes occurred in 15 noun structures, which is 25% of 

the 60 noun structures existing in the text. In the Croatian group mistakes occurred in 20 noun 

structures, which amounts to 33.3%. This difference is not statistically relevant (Chi-

square=1.184, df=1, Chi-square limit value = 3.841, p>0.05). 



 

Table 4: Group statistics 

 

 
Cro=1, Fr =2 N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Number 

of 

mistakes 

1 20 2.95 2.417 .540 

 

2 

 

20 

 

2.40 

 

2.521 

 

.564 

      

 

The t-test has established that there is no difference between the number of mistakes in the 

Croatian group of respondents and the French group of respondents (t=0.704, df=38, p>0.05) 

(table 5). The arithmetic mean in the Croatian group is M=2.95, with the sd=2.417. The 

average number of mistakes in the Croatian group is 2.95+/-2.417. The arithmetic mean of the 

French group is M=2.40, with the sd=2.521. The average number of mistakes in the French 

group is 2.40+/-2.521. Levene’s test for the equality of variances has shown similar variances 

within each group (F=0.050, p>0.05). 

 

Table 5: Independent samples test 

  

Levene’s 

Test for 

Equality of 

Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

No. of 

mistakes 

Equal 

variance 

assumed 

.050 .823 .704 38 .486 .550 .781 -1.031 2.131 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

    .704 37.931 .486 .550 .781 -1.031 2.131 

 

It is interesting that the highest negative score in each group was 11 mistakes. In each group 

(L1 Croatian and L1 French) there was one respondent who had this relatively high negative 

score, so we can talk about aberrant cases. Eleven mistakes amounts to 18.3% of the total 

number of noun structures in the text (60).  



The most frequent type of mistakes was omission of articles, followed by substitution of 

articles. 

 

 

3.1 Omission of articles 

 

Tables 6-8 present the results of article omission.  

 

Table 6: Number of omissions of articles with geographical names 

  
Croatian 

group 

 French 

group  

Philippines   6  10     

Vatican 14    4 

 

Table 7: Number of omissions of articles with countable nouns in the singular 

  
Croatian 

group 

 French 

group  

traditional clerical ladder  6 1 

devastating typhoon 1 - 

chance 2 - 

tone 1 - 

heavily Catholic nation 1 - 

idea - 1 

theme - 2 

 

The noun structure ‘traditional clerical career ladder’ may have been misunderstood and 

consequently used as an abstract noun, or the reason for the omission might have been the 

adjectival premodification of the noun ‘ladder’ (Pongpairoj 2007). 

 

Table 8: Number of omissions of the definite article before a noun denoting something unique 

  
Croatian 

group  

French 

group 

Roman Catholic Church 5 3 



church 4 6 

universal church 5 - 

College of Cardinals 1 2 

college  3 8 

south 2 5 

 

It could be suggested that the students who omitted the definite article with the nouns ‘Roman 

Catholic Church’ and ‘church’ activated the acquired theoretical  knowledge that the nouns 

‘church’ and ‘college’  should be used without determiners if they denote, respectively, a 

place where one goes to pray or a place where one goes to obtain education. 

In each of the groups there was one case of the omission of the definite article before an 

adjective where the particular adjective acquires the function and the meaning of a noun 

referring to some group of people in society (the poor). There was one omission of the 

definite article with a post-modified abstract noun, and it occurred in the Croatian group (the 

resignation of). The noun ‘resignation’ can be both countable and uncountable (abstract). In 

this context it is abstract, but the post-modification renders it specific, so the definite article is 

obligatory. The problem of using determiners (primarily articles) with abstract nouns has been 

identified as one of the major problems of Croatian L1 learners of English, even at an 

advanced level (Zergollern-Miletić 2014a). 

 

 

3.2 Substitution of articles 

 

Here are the cases of substitution found in the Croatian group of respondents: 

 

In number 10): the omissions instead of 0 omissions (1) 

In number 12): a traditional clerical ladder instead of the traditional clerical ladder (2) 

In number 53): appointing the cardinals instead of appointing 0 cardinals (1) 

In number 39): a universal church instead of the universal church (1) 

In number 43): elect the new popes instead of elect 0 new popes (1) 

In number 47): a predecessor instead of his/0 predecessor (1) 

 

In the French group three respondents supplied the instead of 0 in number 43. 



In number 39 one French respondent supplied a instead of the, and one supplied an, as if the 

pronunciation of the adjective ‘universal’ were /u/. It may be suggested that the indefinite 

article was used because the respondents did not understand that the universal church already 

existed as a unique entity.  

It can be noted that the number of subsitutions in either group was not significant. 

In addition to articles, both Croatian and French respondents also used possessives (his 

predecessor) and quantifiers (some omissions, some delicate issues, for any pope). All these 

determiners were used correctly.  

 

 

4 Discussion and conclusion 

 

Our study has shown that the problems that occurred in the task were linked exclusively with 

articles, both in the Croatian group and the French group of respondents. We cannot talk 

about a considerable number of mistakes or important differences between the two groups. It 

has been reported in the literature that the omission of articles stays present with Croatian 

learners of English even at high levels of the acquisition of English (Zergollern-Miletić 2014). 

The performance on the task by the Croatian respondents was therefore in line with our 

expectations. Contrary to that, the omissions or articles that were found in the French 

respondents’ tasks may be depicted as surprising, especially the omissions in the contexts 

where French would normally require articles. As we mentioned in the introduction, French 

uses articles in more contexts than English, but our French respondents proved not to be 

overusing articles in English. Their omissions of articles could be interpreted as 

overcorrecting. 

The study has shown that learners of English whose L1 has more similarities to the English 

system of determiners do not necessarily acquire the English system of determiners  better 

than learners of  English whose L1 possesses a less similar system of determiners to that of 

the English language. We believe that the length and intensity of instruction are very 

influential factors in the acquisition of English determiners.  

It would be interesting to conduct a larger-scale study that would include larger groups of 

respondents – L1 Croatian and L1 French learners of English at various levels of the 

acquisition of English.  What interests us is whether Croatian and French learners would show 

considerable differences in their respective acquisition of English determiners at various 



levels, and whether a certain developmental pattern typical for the respective groups of 

learners could be identified. 

The results obtained in our study show that learners of English whose L1 language systems 

differ considerably can, through instruction, attain a similar level of the acquisition of 

English. Our study has answered our research question about the acquisition of the English 

determiners by L1 Croatian and L1 French learners of English, and it has also created ideas 

for future research.  
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Zusammenfassung 



 

Der Artikel beschreibt die Ergebnisse der Studie, die sich auf den Erwerb der englischen 

Bestimmungswӧrter bei Hochschulstudierenden, deren Erstsprachen Kroatisch bzw. 

Französisch sind (mit sehr guten Kenntnissen der englischen Sprache) fokussiert. Im 

Englischen, Kroatischen und Französischen werden die Konzepte der Bestimmtheit und 

Unbestimmtheit auf unterschiedliche Weise ausgedrückt und grammatikalisiert, und 

deswegen unterscheiden sich die Arten, Nutzung und Verteilung von Bestimmungswörtern 

in den verschiedenen Sprachen. In den letzten Jahrzehnten haben sich zahlreiche Studien 

auf den Erwerb von englischen Artikeln konzentriert (vor allem bei den Erstsprachlern der 

Sprachen, die keine Artikel haben). Trotzdem wurde der Erwerb von Bestimmungswörtern 

im Allgemeinen kaum berücksichtigt.  

Das Hauptziel der Studie war es zu prüfen, ob Kroatisch als Erstsprache (-Artikel) und 

Französisch als Erstsprache (+Artikel) die Wahlmöglichkeiten der beiden Gruppen der 

Befragten beeinflussen. Die beiden Gruppen von Lernenden wurden für eine vergleichende 

Studie über den Erwerb von englischen Bestimmungswörtern als angemessen betrachtet, da 

sie zwei Erstsprachsysteme mit unterschiedlichen Eigenschaften darstellen.  

Wider Erwarten weisen die Ergebnisse keinen wesentlichen Unterschied zwischen den 

beiden Gruppen der Befragten auf. Daraus lässt sich schließen, dass die Länge und 

Intensität des Unterrichts Fehler reduziert und zu einer muttersprachlernahen Produktion 

der Bestimmungswörter führt. 

  


