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In September I began an eleven month sojourn in Croatia. Beinga teacher of English
to speakers of other languages, my attention was immediately drawn to people’s use of the
English language. And as a novice with regard to Croatian culture, I naturally couldn’t help
but notice some of the cultural and social differences which exist between the United States
and Croatia. In the following paragraphs I would like to share some of my initial impres-
sions.

Before coming to Croatia, I taught English as a second/foreign language to students
from all over the world. It has been my experience as an ESL/EFL teacher that grammar
usage and pronunciation are especially problematic for second language learners. At the
University of Zagreb, however, I am amazed at the native like use of English by the stu-
dents. Their pronunciation of the English language is especially good; the best I have ever
heard from a group of students who share the same mother tongue. And Croatian students,
as a whole, seem to me more balanced in their reading, writing, speaking and listening
skills than groups of students from other first language backgrounds. For example, Japa-
nese students commonly have stronger reading and writing skills and weaker listening and
speaking skills; whereas Middle Eastern students commonly have weaker reading and writing
skills and stronger verbal and listening skills. T am equally as impressed with Croatian
students’ familiarity with and use of American idioms. My students frequently use them
(and correctly may I add) in their informal journal writing. I have noticed, however, that
there are some commonly used American idioms with which English speaking Croatians
are not familiar. For example, I am constantly telling people who invite me to have coffee
or lunch that T will take a »rain check.« This means that I am unable to go with them, but
that I would love to go when I don’t have another commitment or obligation. (The literal
meaning of »rain check« is a ticket that you get at a baseball game when it is raining and the
game has to be re-scheduled.) Another American idiom which I find people here are unfa-
miliar with is »Don’t hold your breath.« For example, if a colleague were to tell me that
they heard the staff was going to receive a 10% pay raise, I would say to them, »Don’t hold
your breath.« The idea being that if they hold their breath, they will surely suffocate before
the pay increase is actually put into effect.

As far as my day to day interactions with the average Croatian are concerned,
English language usage takes on a totally different dimension. It has been my experi-
ence that most Croatians in their 40’s and older speak very little English, or are too
shy to use English with a native speaker. Therefore, events such as grocery shopping
often become a comedy of errors. For example, if T ask for chicken breasts in Croatian
based on what I have read off the lable, I end up getting thighs. Only after resorting to
sign language and pointing am I finally able to get my wishes understood. I feel I have
really accomplished something if I leave a store with the items and quantities that are
close to what I wanted in the first place.
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Cultural and social differences between Croatia and the United States are not as pro-
nounced as the linguistic differences perhaps, but none the less, they still exist. A few
weeks ago I was invited to have dinner with my colleagues. In the United States when
colleagues from the same department get together for dinner, we usually have what is
called a »pot luck.« A pot luck is when each person, or couple, brings a dish to share with
everyone else. Pot lucks are also ideal for church gatherings, company parties, family get-
-togethers, etc. Not being accustomed to Croatian culture, I was at a loss as to what to bring
to this dinner. Now I know that being invited to dinner by colleagues in Croatia is more of
a formal affair than I'm accustomed to and one typically brings a bottle of wine or flowers,
or both.

The expectations a person has when invited to go out for coffee or dinner are also a bit
different in Croatia than they are in the United States. In Croatia, it has been my experience
that the person who does the inviting pays the bill. In the U.S.. regardless of who invites
whom, it is common for each person to pay his or her part of the bill. We refer to this as
»going Dutch.«

Another Croatian cultural event which I found fascinating was All Saints’ Day. First
of all, this is not a public holiday in the United States. The American public holiday which
comes closest to All Saints’ Day would be Memorial Day on May 31st. But what fasci-
nated me the most about All Saints’ Day, however, were the elaborate flower arrangements
which were placed on the graves. In the United States one would expect to see similar
flower arrangements at a wedding or funeral, but not left on a grave-unless the person had
just passed away.

In conclusion, the differences about which I have spoken here are in no way indicative
of what every American may find different between the United States and Croatia. After
all, the United States is a very big country and I am only one of its millions of inhabitants.
My experiences living in Croatia and other countries outside the United States, however,
have definately forced me into remolding my expectations of what to take for granted in
this world.
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