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Abstract: This study focuses on the relationship between the amount of exposure to Basque and Spanish languages, and the
expressive vocabulary of a group of 88 children (aged 16-30 months) living in the Basque Autonomous Community in Spain. The
expressive vocabulary of these children in both languages and their relative amount of exposure were estimated using parental
reports obtained with the standardised Basque and Iberian Spanish versions of the Communicative Development Inventory I (CDI
1l). A high degree of individual variability was found in the amount of exposure (more/less balanced relative input), as well as in
vocabulary size (in one or both languages) of these early simultaneous bilingual children, even among those within the same age
category (measured in months). Statistical analyses were performed after introducing age of participants as a covariate, and the
results revealed a) a strong effect of the relative amount of exposure on the expressive vocabulary size in Basque, but no effect on
the Spanish vocabulary size, and b) no effect on the conceptual vocabulary of the children. These findings are consistent with the
claim that the amount of exposure affects language specific vocabulary size, more than conceptual vocabulary. The divergent results
in the two languages indicate that the majority versus minority status of the language can influence lexical development in toddlers.
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INTRODUCTION of minority languages are early simultaneous or
sequential unbalanced bilinguals. This peculiar-
ity makes the acquisition of minority languages
a unique scenario for the study of language dom-
inance, as well as for investigating the impact of
the status (official/non-official, or majority/mi-
nority) of languages on the level of language ac-
curacy in bilingual children (Gathercole & Thom-

Children develop their language skills based
on the language experiences they have. Howev-
er, variability in contact situations, as well as in
the ways in which bilingualism is operationalised
across studies, makes it difficult to identify par-
ticipants’ profiles and categorise them as being
strictly monolingual or a type of bilingual (Sur-

rain & Luk, 2019). Thus, labels such as simulta- as, 2009).
neous, sequential, (un)balanced bilingual, or even Basque is a non-Indouropean minority lan-
bilingual dominant in language A or B, often vary guage spoken in several territories of Spain and
depending on whether they are established based France. For centuries, it has coexisted with at least
on age of acquisition, proficiency, language usage, two Romance languages, Spanish and French, and
(absolute/relative/cumulative) input, or the scores currently, it has a status that varies across territo-
obtained in one task or another (Solis-Barroso & ries (regional in France, co-official in some areas
Stephanich, 2019). of Spain). A recent sociolinguistic survey conduct-
In contrast with the widely-held belief that ed in the territory known as the Basque Autono-
early simultaneous bilingualism is associated mous Community (BAC), where Basque has been
with balanced language exposure and parallel de- co-official with Spanish since 1979, reported that,
velopment in the two languages, many speakers in 2021, 45.3% of the population older than 15
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years were monolingual speakers of Spanish, 0%
were monolingual Basque speakers, while 54.8%
were more or less active in the use of Basque (Eu-
sko Jaurlaritza, 2024). The monolingual popula-
tion decreases in younger age cohorts. Only 1.3%
of 5- to 9-year-old children were monolingual
speakers of Spanish, while most had high (80.9%)
or low (17.7%) expressive competence in Basque
(Eustat, 2021). These data suggest that Basque
speakers are bilingual and regular users of Span-
ish in the BAC, and that the possibility of raising
children in monolingual Basque environments
continue to be limited, despite the revitalisation
of Basque in recent decades in this territory.

In the absence of a monolingual population,
the much-debated comparison between bilinguals
and monolinguals does not apply to Basque. In
line with the recommendation from Pearson and
colleagues on assessing bilinguals in terms of
both their languages, after taking the amount of
exposure into account, the current study aims to
investigate the strength of the relationship be-
tween the reported Basque and Spanish input
estimates, and the size of the expressive vocabu-

lary in these languages (Pearson, 1998; Pearson et
al., 1997). It also discusses the effect of language
status (majority/minority) on the lexical develop-
ment of young bilinguals.

METHOD

The present study analysed reported data on
expressive vocabulary and the estimated amount
of exposure to Basque (B) and Spanish (Sp) lan-
guages, based on a group of 88 children from
B-speaking families. This data was collected us-
ing the Basque CDI and Spanish CDI question-
naires, both completed within a period of 7 days.

The cross-sectional sample included data col-
lected from 88 toddlers between the ages of 16 and
30 months (M = 23.11 months). The sample was
balanced in terms of gender (51.1% boys, 48.9%
girls; See Table 1). All participants had some ex-
posure to B and Sp, since they are being raised in
families where at least one parent or tutor speaks
to them in B, and they live in the Basque Auton-
omous Community, a region where the minority
language, B, is co-official with Sp.

Table 1: Distribution of the sample according to age, gender, and input

Gender Input
Girl Boy m 03(:?;;31 B-dominant Balanced Sp-dominant Total
> 90%) (61-90%) (41-60%) (< 40%)
Age in 16 1 1 1 0 1 0 3
months 17 B 1 1 1 0 . ;
18 7 1 2 2 4 0 3
19 0 6 1 1 B 3 p
20 2 6 3 4 1 0 g
21 4 3 0 ] 5 5 -
2 2 3 1 1 3 5 5
23 2 1 0 3 0 0 3
24 8 3 2 8 0 1 11
25 7 3 1 2 5 2 10
26 4 3 2 3 1 I 7
27 2 3 0 5 0 0 5
28 2 4 0 1 5 0 <
29 0 2 0 2 0 0 3
30 2 3 0 1 0 1 5
Total 45 43 14 35 28 11 38
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The relative amount of exposure to B was cal-
culated for each participant by converting into
percentages the estimated number of hours per
week that the informants reported observing fam-
ily members speaking in B to the child, divided
by the total number of hours of exposure to any
language. Similar to previous Basque CDI stud-
ies, participants were categorised into four input
groups: a) quasi-monolinguals (i.e.,) children re-
ceiving > 90% relative exposure to B; b) B-domi-
nant bilinguals, who receive between 61 and 90%
B input; c) balanced bilinguals, who receive 41 to
60% of relative exposure to B, and d) Sp-domi-
nant bilinguals, who receive < 40% of relative B
input (Ezeizabarrena et al., 2013).

Two standardised parental report instruments
were used for the lexical assessment: the Basque
(Barrena et al., 2008) and the Iberian Spanish ver-
sions (Lopez-Ornat et al., 2005) of the Communi-
cative Development Inventory: Word & Sentences
(Fenson et al., 1993). Participants were asked to
indicate which items their child produced from the
corresponding checklists in the above-mentioned
CDiIs. All participants were asked to complete the
questionnaires within a one-week interval. The Sp
and the B checklists have a similar structure in
terms of lexical classes, but the number of items
varies between the Basque CDI (654 items) and
the Spanish CDI (588 items). The instruments
also differ in lexical items, since they share only
354 equivalent words (Examples la to 1c). Only
a few B/Sp equivalent words are cognates (1c¢).

(1) B/ Sp equivalent words and English translation

a. eskua / mano ‘hand’
b. txakurra / perro  ‘dog’
c. azukrea / aziicar ‘sugar’

Vocabulary was measured in words and con-
cepts, following Pearson et al. (1997). The num-
ber of words marked in the standardised checklists
were counted to determine each toddler’s expres-
sive vocabulary size in B and Sp, respectively. The
conceptual vocabulary was calculated by totalling
the words produced in both languages, except for
the equivalent pairs (Examples la to 1c), which
were counted just once. To examine the influence
of linguistic input on vocabulary size, univariate

analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed in
SPSS (version 28.0.1.1). The age of the subjects
was introduced as a covariate. The data for the
three variables analysed (words in B, words in Sp,
and total concepts) did not follow a normal distri-
bution (words in B: Z(88) =0.19, p <.001; words
in Sp: Z (88) = 0.19, p < .001; Total concepts: Z
(88) =0.16, p <.001). However, the tests for ho-
mogeneity of variance indicated equality of vari-
ances in the three variables analysed, according
to Levene’s test (words in B: F(3, 84) =2.22, p =
.09; words in Sp: F(3, 84) = 0.02, p = .99; Total
concepts: F(3, 84) =2.14, p =.10). In these cases,
univariate ANOVA is a robust test that adequate-
ly controls for Type I error (Blanca et al., 2017).
When significant differences were found, pairs of
groups were compared using the Bonferroni test.

RESULTS

In general, the average exposure was greater
to B (M = 65.2%, SD = 20.6) than to Sp (M =
34.96%, SD = 20.7). Nevertheless, high levels of
individual variation were observed in vocabulary
size among the B-Sp bilinguals, across all age and
language input groups (Fig. 1):

e Quasi-monolingual B children (n = 14,
15.9%), ranging in age from 16 to 26
months, were estimated to receive 91-
100% relative B input and 0-9% com-
plementary Sp input. Their vocabulary
size was calculated as a total of 0 to 535
words in B (M = 193.2, SD = 32.0) and
0 to 499 words in Sp (M = 112.7, SD =
26.0). Although this may seem counterin-
tuitive, two participants (ages 17 and 18
months, respectively) who were reported
to be growing up in families where all
members spoke to them exclusively in
B, and were accordingly coded as having
0% Sp input, were not excluded from the
sample of early B-Sp bilinguals. The de-
cision was based on the assumption that
Sp is present in the daily life of all current
B speakers living in the area studied, and
that child-directed speech is not the only
component of language exposure, as con-
firmed by the varied expressive vocabu-
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lary of the 18-month-old in both languages
(15 Sp words, 12 lexical B-Sp equivalents,
in addition to 27 B words, resulting in a
total of 30 concepts).

*  B-dominant bilinguals (n = 35, 39.8%),
ranging in age from 17 to 30 months, were
estimated to receive 61-90% relative B in-
put. Their vocabulary size was calculated
as 6 to 509 words in B (M = 154.4, SD =
19.9) and 3 to 347 words in Sp (3-347 w,
M=175.5,8D=16.2).

* Balanced bilinguals (» = 28 children,
31.8%), ranging in age from 16 to 28
months, were estimated to receive 42-60%
relative B input. Their vocabulary size
was calculated as 3 to 546 words in B (M
=130.7, SD =22.2) and 1 to 494 words in
Sp (M =110.9, SD = 18.0).

* Sp-dominant bilinguals (n = 11, 12.5%),
ranging in age from 17 to 30 months, were

W Quasi-monolingual B (> 90%)

4 Balanced (41-60%)
250

200

150

100

Number of words

50

Basque

estimated to receive 17-40% relative B
input. Their vocabulary size was calculat-
ed as 4 to 179 words in B (M = 33.9, SD
= 35.8) and 10 to 481 words in Sp (M =
143.6, SD =29.1).

Statistical analyses revealed a significant me-
dium to large effect of relative input on B vocabu-
lary across the entire sample (F(3, 88) =4.02; p =
.01; nf, = .13). Post-hoc comparisons using Bon-
ferroni’s test revealed that only the Sp-dominant
group (B input < 40%) differed from the other
three input groups in B vocabulary size (p < .05;
See Fig. 1). In contrast, no differences were found
between input groups in Sp vocabulary size (F(3,
88) = 1.75; p = .16; r)f, = .06), nor in conceptual
vocabulary (F(3, 88) = 0.82; p = .49; nf, =.03).
Interestingly, balanced bilinguals did not differ
from B-dominants or from quasi-monolinguals (p
> .05) in their B and Sp vocabulary, or in concep-
tual vocabulary.

X B-dominant (61-90%)
O Sp-dominant (< 40%)

Spanish Total concepts

Expressive vocabulary

Figure 1. Estimated means of expressive and conceptual vocabulary size in four input groups, with age as covariate

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The variety of patterns found in the sample an-
alysed highlights the mismatch between bilingual
profiles based on age of acquisition, relative in-

put, and lexical development. In this context, the
label early and/or simultaneous, which is based
on age and order of acquisition, applies to all
Basque-Spanish bilingual toddlers participating
in the present study. However, it covers a spec-
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trum of bilingual types, ranging from B-dominant
to balanced and to Sp-dominant bilinguals, whose
boundaries vary depending on whether they are
based, for instance, on the amount of exposure
or language knowledge (expressive vocabulary)
of bilingual children. For instance, there were
some cases in which children with balanced input
had unbalanced expressive vocabulary sizes, and
vice versa. In the present sample, an 18-month-
old child with reported 100% exposure to B in
the home (identified as monolingual B) but who
had an expressive vocabulary in both in B and Sp
languages could be categorised as either monolin-
gual B or B-dominant bilingual. This case is an
illustrative example of the inconsistencies and
challenges that bilingual research faces, more spe-
cifically in the context of minority languages. The
above-mentioned data could call into question the
reliability of reported data in general, or of this
specific sample in particular. However, the find-
ings obtained with these two standardised instru-
ments, the Basque and Spanish CDIs, are consis-
tent with the results of a previous study conducted
with a sample of B-Sp children including infants
and toddlers (Ezeizabarrena et al., 2018).

Despite the individual variability mentioned,
data have confirmed the strength of the association
between input estimates and vocabulary learned
in B, similar to the seminal paper by Pearson et
al. (1997). Differences were found between input
groups in expressive vocabulary in B, although
not among all of them, in line with Thordardot-
tir (2019) and Cattani et al. (2024). On the one
hand, the absence of differences between bal-
anced, B-dominant, and quasi-monolingual B in-
put groups confirmed previous findings obtained
with larger Basque CDI samples (Ezeizabarrena
et al., 2013; Garcia et al., 2024). On the other,
the significantly smaller B vocabulary size in the
Sp-dominant group aligned with the threshold of
40% of relative input observed by Thordardottir
(2019:253): “children that received less exposure
to French than English (39% or less) are the ones
who consistently scored significantly lower than
monolinguals in French [...] for receptive and

expressive vocabulary”. See also Cattani et al.
(2014), for a different cut-off point (60%) showed
that the performance of bilingual toddlers was
similar to that of monolinguals. The discussion
about the similarities and differences between
these pieces of research goes beyond the scope of
the present study.

The strength of the effect of input on B vo-
cabulary size and the lack of effect on Sp vo-
cabulary shows the asymmetrical influence of
the majority (Sp) versus minority language (B),
even by the age of 2;6. This has been observed
for English-Sp bilingual toddlers (Pearson et al.,
1997) and for Welsh-English bilingual school-
aged children, as stated by Gathercole & Thomas:
“In bilingual communities in which one language
is very dominant, the acquisition of the dominant
language may be unproblematic across bilingual
sub-groups, while acquisition of the minority lan-
guage can be hampered under conditions of re-
duced input” (Gathercole & Thomas, 2009: 213).
Finally, the lack of input effects on conceptual vo-
cabulary is consistent with previous CDI studies
(Pearson et al., 1997). See also Core et al. (2013).

All in all, these findings confirm the need to
use the terms language dominance/balance in
early language acquisition with caution, by taking
exposure, us(ag)e, and competence into account,
without disregarding the status of the languages
involved (Eckhaus & Ezeizabarrena, in press;
Meisel, 2011; Montrul, 2016; Surrain & Luk,
2019; Thordardottir 2019).
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