
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Bilingualism with minority languages:
Why searching for unicorn language
users does not move us forward
Evelina Leivada1,2 , Itxaso Rodríguez-Ordóñez3 , M. Carmen Parafita Couto4,5 and
Sílvia Perpiñán6,*

1Department of Catalan Philology, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Barcelona, Spain, 2Institució
Catalana de Recerca i Estudis Avançats (ICREA), Barcelona, Spain, 3Department of Linguistics, California
State University Long Beach, Long Beach, USA, 4Language Variation and Textual Categorisation,
Universidade de Vigo, Vigo, Spain, 5Center for Linguistics, Leiden University, Leiden, The Netherlands
and 6Department of Translation and Language Sciences, Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona, Spain
*Corresponding author. Email: silvia.perpinan@upf.edu

(Received 1 June 2022; revised 15 November 2022; accepted 19 December 2022; first published online 13
February 2023)

Abstract
This paper addresses several problematic scientific practices in psycholinguistic research.
We discuss challenges that arise when working with minority languages, such as the notion
of monolingual/monocultural normality and its historical origins, the stereotype of native-
speakerism, the quest for testing people who fit specific profiles, the implications of the
policy that urges scholars to match bilingual groups to monolingual comparison groups,
and the use of powerful theoretical narratives that may evoke problematic labels and ableist
terminology. These issues invest the field of psycholinguistics with questionable practices
that contribute to the marginalization of groups that do not tick the standard normative
boxes. Surveying some of the most widespread scientific practices in the field of psycho-
linguistics, our emphasis is on how several processes and policies may embody stereotypes
that contribute to the exclusion of certain groups from the scientific literature, with griev-
ous consequences for the visibility and the representation of some minoritized languages.

Keywords: bilingualism; minority languages; native-speakerism; control group; monolingual-bias

Setting the context
This position article is the result of the observations of four linguists who are them-
selves minority language speakers and work on aspects of bilingualism in commu-
nities that feature minority languages. It reflects on some of the experiences we have
had when submitting our research on minority languages to prestigious journals
specialized in bilingualism. In some instances, the feedback highlighted the need
of having a “monolingual” control group or of testing language combinations that
were not feasible, in order to sustain the linguistic claims we made; in others, the fact
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that the minority language lacked a monolingual, stable, nonvariable variety to
which we can compare it to was problematized as this “muddies the waters” of
the study. In short, we want to reflect on the “monolingual-bias” that still prevails
in many linguistic subfields, even in bilingualism research itself, and how these pre-
conceived ideas undermine the study of underrepresented, minority languages.
While the “monolingual-bias” in different fields of linguistic theorization is not
new (Grosjean, 1989; Kachru, 1994), these practices run contra recent movements
that diversify our scientific knowledge of bi-/multilingualism from an equitable per-
spective (López et al., 2021; Luk, 2022; O’Rourke et al., 2015; Ortega, 2019; Rothman
et al., 2022) and raise fundamental questions that need addressing, especially in
terms of what the field of bilingualism is, who the arbiters of such knowledge
are, and how to best advance our knowledge about it. In this context, the main goal
of this position paper is to bring these questions to the forefront and address the
challenges and opportunities that studying bilingualism from a minoritized lan-
guage perspective brings to the field.

Our article discusses the monolingual bias that the field continues to suffer from,
and critiques the positions that understand bilingualism from monolingual lenses.
This will take us to the issue of providing comparable control groups in experimen-
tal studies. While a comparison group can add an undeniable value to scientific
research, the traditional method of comparing bilinguals to monolingual popula-
tions as mean of theorizing bilingualism outcomes has been under scrutiny in heri-
tage acquisition studies for some time (Kupisch & Rothman, 2018). These studies
have argued that even when a monolingual control exists for comparison purposes,
monolinguals and bilinguals cannot be comparable on all grounds, and the
researcher is at risk of adding a number of confounding variables in their explan-
ations, especially if group heterogeneity remains unjustified. In this paper, we join
this argument by focusing on another source of minoritized groups, namely so-
called minority regional languages (e.g. Basque, Catalan, Galician) whose speakers
are essentially bi-/multilingual. While the argument that requiring a monolingual
control group would not hold in any bi/multilingual setting, the stakes in these com-
munities are high: it virtually leaves minority and minoritized languages out of the
scope of academic investigation, being discriminated against precisely because of
their sociolinguistic status. Of course, we do not deny that in many cases, it is useful
to have a comparison group (e.g., if we take the addition of a language as our experi-
mental manipulation). However, it is important to remain mindful of the fact that
(i) not all linguistic communities have monolingual speakers and (ii) not all bilin-
gual/bidialectal speakers have monolingual peers. Even more importantly, not hav-
ing a monolingual comparison group does not entail a lack of comparative data
across a continuum of bilingualism. In fact, replacing a categorical view of bilingual-
ism as a “yes/no” variable with a nuanced approach that views it as a mosaic of
different factors (e.g., degree of use, contexts of use, proficiency, and context of
acquisition) is likely to reveal patterns of variation that may be meaningful in terms
of understanding how being bilingual affects language knowledge, language devel-
opment, and cognition (Leivada et al., 2021; Perpiñán & Soto-Corominas, 2021;
Soto-Corominas, 2021). In other words, if it is true that there is not one bilingual-
ism, but many (Hodge et al., 2018; Ooi et al., 2018), we need to zoom in on different
bilingual experiences in order to understand their similarities and differences and
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appreciate the individual characteristics of different sociolinguistic ecologies of
speakers (Rodríguez-Ordóñez et al., 2022). From this perspective, having bilingual
comparison groups may serve well the purpose of understanding the dynamics of
bilingualism.

This methodological issue also raises questions of speakerhood itself, especially in
terms of evoking a(n ideal) “native speaker/signer” (Davies, 2003) both in mono-
lingual and multilingual contexts (Bice & Kroll, 2019; Cheng et al., 2021). This paper
reflects on the origins of these methodological practices, which can be summarized
as the quest for testing people who fit a very specific and homogeneous profile.
Further practices that may marginalize smaller linguistic communities, often at
the expense of theory and linguistic description (Larsson et al., 2022), are the
ever-growing emphasis on big data and its statistical implications, the use of autom-
atized techniques to collect data, the artificial homogenization of the sample to fit
experimental designs, and the standardization of tests with a one-size-fits-all
approach. Our lab-based studies need to take it to the streets in order to avoid
the WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic) biased sam-
ples that dominate most studies; 18–24-year-old undergraduate students are not
representative of most populations. As an example, Vaid (2022), focusing on bis-
criptal bilinguals, reflects on the theoretical and ethical implications of this discon-
nect between the typical bilingual research participant and the typical bilingual. This
systematic profiling and selection of the “ideal” speakers for experimental studies,
we argue, perpetuates ableist stereotypes (i.e., by focusing on the oral-auditory modal-
ity, and consistently excluding other modalities), reinforces monolingual/monocul-
tural norms, promotes the study of well-represented, mostly Indo-European
languages in occidental contexts, evokes labels and terminology that may be charac-
terized as neo-racist (Holliday, 2017), and consequently, invests the broadly under-
stood language acquisition field with questionable practices that contribute to the
marginalization of already underrepresented groups (Dewaele et al., 2022).

Positionality statement
The four authors of this piece are to different extents speakers of four different
minority languages (Galician, Basque, Catalan, and Cypriot Greek), alongside
another language, representative of the variation that is found in linguistic commu-
nities that involve minoritized or nonstandard languages. Some of us grew up using
the majority language of the society at home and later adopted the minority lan-
guage as our natural second language, in some cases, becoming our language of
identification. Some of us grew up with the minority language as our family lan-
guage and learned the majority language as it was the vehicular language in school
and nonfamilial settings. Some of us were exposed to both languages at home, yet
became an object of ridicule in contexts where our linguistic choices were not
socially dominant. Lastly, some of us grew up in a home environment that could
have featured two languages; however, this did not happen due to social pressures
to promote a strictly monolingual/monocultural identity. All of us, then, were active
bilinguals-in-the-making growing up and suffered different types of prejudices for
it, either as dominant speakers of the minority language or as dominant speakers of
the majority language. Needless to say, our bilingual experiences shaped our
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childhood, adolescence, and continue to shape our adult life, now that we all are
multilingual researchers who also investigate multilingual language users. Our per-
sonal history undoubtedly made us reflect on issues such as language choice, lan-
guage identification, and marginalization. Such experiences continue to inform our
advances in the field of bilingualism, inasmuch as a need for a more inclusive theory
of bilingualism is called for, with a particular emphasis on accurately describing the
dynamics of minority language users. Of course, it is entirely possible that we our-
selves have been inadvertently reproducing some of these preconceptions for which
an apologetic stance is in order as we continue to rectify and move beyond these
pitfalls: in this paper, we aim to seize the opportunity and actively reflect on and
repair our collective practices. The preconceptions and discriminatory habits we
describe in the following paragraphs are so entrenched and pervasive in society
and in the field that even sensitive linguists may fall for them, which makes this
shift in perspective more pressing.

On the origins of monolingual norms and the use of inclusive terms
Several fields of scientific research have recently been marked by an initiative to
replace vague, inaccurate, progress impeding, and potentially harmful terminology
with inclusive and more accurate language. The field of psychology took the lead in
identifying lists that discuss inaccurate, misused, and ambiguous terms (e.g., terms
like “brain region for X”) as well as their uses in the scientific literature (Lilienfeld
et al., 2015, 2017). More recently, lists raising similar concerns within formal and
experimental linguistics have been developed (Domínguez et al., 2019; Kupisch &
Rothman, 2018; Leivada, 2020; Leivada & Murphy, 2021), in parallel to work iden-
tifying challenges related to data collection, participant recruitment, crowdsourcing,
and variation (Cheng et al. 2021; D’Alessandro et al. 2021; Leivada et al. 2019;
Sheehan et al. 2019). For instance, the term “bilingual advantage” should be used
with caution. Claiming an effect as an advantage entails a qualification that depends
largely on specific perspectives and interpretations of results (Leivada et al., 2021).
At present, most research suggests that certain bilingual experiences may relate to
delaying the overt onset of symptoms (but not the underlying neurological damage)
of some neurodegenerative diseases by as much as 4–5 years (see Antoniou, 2019;
Gallo et al., 2022 for recent overviews). In a hypothetical future scenario in which
there will be medical treatments which can stop progression of dementia and hence
early detection becomes crucial, bilingualism will flip immediately from its current
advantage position to the complete opposite because a delay in observing overt
symptoms would entail a delay in early intervention and treatment (Leivada
et al., 2021). Today, ample evidence attests to the complex ways in which cognitive
processes interact with sociolinguistic context (Beatty-Martínez et al., 2020; Kroll &
Białystok, 2013), but more disparate sociolinguistic contexts are needed to replicate
these results. Terms like “bilingual advantage” have been argued to, unwillingly or
unwittingly, contribute to discourses of “bilingual exceptionalism,” especially in
terms of the different scientific stances that researchers take, which are often influ-
enced by histories of imperialism, nationalism, postmodernism, and cultural neo-
liberalism of Western wisdom (Jansen et al., 2021, p. 7).

Applied Psycholinguistics 387

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716423000036 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716423000036


Inaccurate or problematic terms often give rise to questionable practices. One
such rooted practice in psycholinguistics is the need to recruit and match a mono-
lingual and a bilingual group to be able to draw reliable conclusions on the basis of
their comparison. The baseline for this comparison is often called the behavior of
“the monolingual control group,” and although a search for this phrase on Google
gives more than 6,000 results, the inclusive term is “comparison group” (Lilienfeld
et al., 2015). Why is this comparison so important in psycholinguistics? When this
practice of comparing the two groups is scrutinized, the discussion usually revolves
around the practical difficulties it entails: for example, the impossibility of fully
matching the two groups, monolinguals and bilinguals, on all measures (Baker,
2011). More importantly, as psycholinguists are embracing more socially informed
research (Cheng et al., 2021; López et al., 2021), one could argue that as long as some
bilinguals remain socially disadvantaged in some contexts, claims about bilingual
advantages could be considered incomplete, unless social disadvantages are also
addressed. What is frequently left in the margins is the culture from which such
disadvantages spring.

In Europe, the monolingual habitus became normalized in the Age of
Enlightenment, when the notion of having one shared language among the nation’s
members became a strongly promoted component of the political narrative (Gogolin,
2006, 2021). Influential 18th-century philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and
Johann Gottfried Herder sought to establish new links between cultures, geographical
positions, nations, and languages. In this context, Herder echoed the nation-state ide-
ology, one in which a particular language is considered a defining characteristic of a
nation’s essence. European nation-states started to use monolingualism as a tool to
trigger and reinforce a sense of unity. The basic premise on which this view stands is
that monolingualism is a norm enforced not by a state policy, but by mere nature,
such that being monolingual is the only normal, and naturalized outcome of being
born in a nation-state (D’Alessandro et al., 2021; Gogolin, 2006). It is from this norm
that the notion of the “native speaker” also sprung, reinforced by ideals of linguistic
ethnonationalism, and at present continuing to inform much of the social reality of
many bilinguals, especially in the global north where systems of monolingual hege-
monic whiteness become the naturalized norm (Flores, 2016). In linguistics, it is
not unknown that Chomsky’s (1965, p. 3) influential notion of the ideal speaker-lis-
tener, in a completely homogeneous speech community, who knows its language per-
fectly became, even at least partially, guiding the research paradigm inmany strands of
linguistics. The notion of nativeness as its default model has long been cast doubt,
especially in debates surrounding World Englishes (Kachru, 1994), teaching and lan-
guage acquisition (Davies, 2003; Ortega, 2019), language revitalization (O’Rourke
et al., 2015), and variationist sociolinguistics (Rodríguez-Ordóñez et al., 2022) to
the point that its total eradication has been proposed, given the neo-racist ideologies
it underpins (Dewaele et al., 2022; Dewaele & Saito, 2022).

It is important to remember that this is not only a terminological issue but not a
conceptual one. Advocacy for a socially informed psycholinguistics brings these core
issues to the forefront given that the diverse social conditions in which bi-/multi-
linguals engage in throughout their lifespan bring paradoxes worth addressing. For
instance, the so-called heritage speakers in the US do not share the same experiences
as heritage speakers in certain European countries, rendering some comparisons
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problematic (Bellamy et al., 2020; van Osch, 2019). In language revitalization con-
texts, the term new speakers is often used to describe the linguistic practices of those
who acquired the language outside the family context (O’Rourke et al., 2015, p. 1).
While these two profiles may seem polar opposites on a continuum of accessibility
to language (e.g., literacy for heritage speakers, or speaking opportunities beyond
the classroom setting for new speakers), and in an overall continuum of bilingualism
(e.g., age of onset of exposure, or language dominance, Perpiñán, 2017; Silva-
Corvalán, 1986, 1993), they sometimes co-exist within the same community.
Relatedly, they may shift social attributes (e.g., degree of use, identity, positionality,
and ideology) throughout the lifespan. Consequently, our research should be flexible
enough to account for these dynamic and natural changes.

From a sociopolitical perspective, while linguistic diversity is usually proclaimed
valuable by official state policies, in practice it is often ignored or even repressed by
the educational systems (Gogolin, 2021). Additionally, in many cases in which insti-
tutional multilingualism is promoted, the official defense of bilingual or trilingual
practices is invariably in favor of introducing English or another global language as a
medium of instruction in the educational system, thinking that this experience will
grant an economic and cultural advantage for future generations. This “bilingual”
practice perpetuates the dominance of powerful languages and increases the mar-
ginalization of minority languages. This is the case of English in India, for instance,
which is taught at the expense of other minority languages, with doubtful results
(Treffers-Daller et al., 2022). This is also the proposal for some historical regions
in Spain, such as the Balearic Islands, Basque Autonomous Community, or Galicia,
where some federal political parties defend a trilingual educational system (i.e.,
Spanish, Catalan/Galician/Basque, and English) instead of an immersion system
in the minority language, alleging economic advantages.

Even regions with historical minority languages that have recently achieved to
have part of their educational system in the “official”minority language may neglect
“other” minority languages used by their population. Probably as a result of fear of
disappearance given its own endangered existence, or simply as the result of rancid
nationalism, the “no country” language ends up always being ignored. Some cases in
point are Roma people in Europe, speakers of Central and South American indige-
nous languages in the US, who may or may not be Spanish speakers but are expected
to be proficient as being ethnically labeled as Latino or Hispanic, or indigenous
communities in Québec. This changing landscape reflects the continued complex
experience that multilingual language users go through in space and time, which
highlights the importance of understanding bilingualism as a multidimensional
construct that is shaped by both individual and contextual factors (Baum &
Titone, 2014; DeLuca et al., 2019; Luk & Białystok, 2013).

The enforcement of policies that presume a monolingual/monocultural normal-
ity is prevalent in science. The present-day “unmaking of linguistic borders”
(Cornips, 2018) is not reflected in scientific policies yet. For instance, most psycho-
linguistics journals have implicit (i.e., unwritten but emerging at some point of the
peer review process) requirements that ask for (i) a comparison of monolinguals
and bilinguals, matching the groups for language, (ii) fulfilling specific conditions
for testing (e.g., some journals reject results obtained through online/remote testing,
unless they are complemented by results obtained through controlled lab-based
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testing), and (iii) having research proofread by “a native speaker of English.”
Similarly, scholars, while acting in their capacity as reviewers, may marginalize
research conducted with speakers/signers of a language other than English, claiming
that “it is not clear what testing phenomenon X in language Y will get us,” when
extensive research on X has been conducted exclusively by testing speakers of
English. This is not a constructed comment, but a real assessment by a reviewer
that passed the editor’s filter and was given as feedback to one of the authors of
this paper. The assumption behind this assessment is that the default setting in psy-
cholinguistics is English monolingualism, such that research in other languages
needs an extra justification to be considered a valid domain of research.

The spirit behind the three aforementioned editorial policies is similar: Requiring
a comparison of monolinguals and bilinguals, who speak/sign the same language,
either presupposes that all languages have monolingual speakers/signers (i.e., the sci-
entific embodiment of the traditional notion of monolingual normality) or, worse,
implies that those linguistic communities that do not, should be excluded from
the scientific arena. This would in fact be the case of communities where multilingual-
ism is the norm (e.g., most Global South) or situations where revitalization efforts and
further educational policies have dramatically changed the sociolinguistic landscape
of these languages. For instance, most, if not all, speakers of three official minority
languages currently used in Spain (Galician, Basque, and Catalan) do not have mono-
lingual counterparts. Last, asking for native speakers, either as experimental subjects
or professional proofreaders, encapsulates the neo-racist bias of native-speakerism
mentioned above. This notion evokes an allegedly superior “birthright,” which is
attributed to people with specific cultural backgrounds, typically associated with
whiteness (Holliday, 2006, 2017). This stereotype is both scientifically unfounded—
it is based on the mythical notion of full, pure, uncontaminated competence (Dewaele
et al., 2022)—and empirically void to the point that it leads to the following linguistic
paradox: non-Western competent writers of English are sometimes asked by editors
and reviewers to have their work proofread by competent writers of English.

Against this background, the next section discusses specific terms and policies
that are pervasive in psycholinguistics. The identified issues have a shared charac-
teristic: the quest for testing people who fit specific profiles. As our discussion will
make clear, this systematic profiling, although convenient, might not be innocent.
Among other things, it perpetuates monolingual/monocultural norms, it includes
neo-racist labels and ableist terminology, and consequently, it invests the field of
psycholinguistics with questionable practices that contribute to the continued mar-
ginalization of already underrepresented groups.

Methodological practices: The quest for monolingual and bilingual
unicorns
The standard buzz phrase “monolingual, native speakers of language X”—often
used as a shortcut to collectively describe participants who fit a desired profile—
can be described as the policy of “four words-four stereotypes.”

First, referring only to speakers and excluding other modalities provides a biased,
ableist framing. The literature review of most psycholinguistics studies seems to
recognize only the reality of people who are able to use the oral modality. It is
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important to acknowledge that when sign languages are studied, they are often
approached through the impairment diagnosis model, a practice influenced by
the oralist ideology, namely, the belief that oral languages are “normal” (Hill,
2013). The intricate assumptions between language and speech are even more prob-
lematic than the “one nation-one language” hegemonic bias that continues to propel
the linguistic field. There is an important lack of understanding of cultural and lin-
guistic characteristics of signing communities (McKee et al. 2013). Normalizing
their exclusion through employing generic buzz phrases that consistently leave them
out of scope contributes to the already insurmountable barriers that many research
teams who work with deaf signers face.

Second, ascribing the status of “monolingual” to a group of participants is not a
trivial issue. Often speakers/signers who are explicitly classified as monolinguals—a
classification frequently dictated by the need to satisfy established journal policies—
have exposure to more than one language. For example, the monolingual group in
Gollan et al. (2005) had some exposure to an L2: “No special attempts were made to
recruit monolinguals who had never been exposed to an L2 at all (such individuals
would be unusual, given foreign language study requirements)” (p. 1223). To some
degree, this is also a problem of terminology. If the term “bilingual” is used to
describe any person who knows at least a few words in a language other than
the native variety (Edwards, 2004, p. 7), there must be very few monolingual people
in this world. The assortment of definitions that the term “bilingualism” presents,
together with the fluctuation in how these bilinguals are usually dichotomously clas-
sified, do not facilitate cross-experiment comparisons either (Dunn & Fox Tree,
2009; Grosjean, 1998). Indeed, even when adopting a holistic view of bilingualism
such as the one proposed by Grosjean, in which bilingualism is defined as “the reg-
ular use of two or more languages (or dialects), and bilinguals are those people who
use two or more languages (or dialects) in their everyday lives” (Grosjean, 1985,
p. 467), we take the risk of leaving out of the definition language users who, for
circumstantial reasons, do no longer use their two or more language varieties fre-
quently. Our view on bilingualism is more inclusive. We take the term to refer to a
continuum of abilities in different domains/varieties/modalities, further acknowl-
edging that these abilities may not be equally distributed. From this perspective,
bi/multilingualism is a multidimensional construct that is defined by a number
of individual and contextual factors, giving rise to partially overlapping subcontinua
(i.e. new speakers, heritage language users, and attriters) that are subject to dynamic
changes throughout the lifespan (DeLuca et al., 2019).

Back to the challenge of classifying who counts as monolingual vs. bilingual, nar-
rowing the scope of the definition to capture only people who have some higher
degree of proficiency in two or more languages does not fully solve the problem.
For example, college students who have some exposure to another language through
social media and/or foreign language requirements are variably classified as mono-
linguals vs. (low proficient) bilinguals across studies (cf. Gollan et al., 2005;
Runnqvist & Costa, 2012). This variation matters because it suggests that these jour-
nal policies that revolve around having a monolingual baseline to which other
groups are compared may lack a solid basis. More importantly, having strict policies
that require the existence of a monolingual group in a psycholinguistics study
almost always brings to the central position users of the same widely studied, official
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languages. It was recently reported that the literature on child language acquisition
involves at least one article published on around 103 languages, but these represent a
mere 1.5% of the world’s languages (Kidd & Garcia, 2022). The skewed distribution
of articles toward English and other Indo-European languages is unsurprising given
the systematic profiling that asks for the participants to have specific characteristics.
Sustaining the Anglo-cultural bubble entails that other groups remain in the mar-
gins. The requirement of having a monolingual comparison group seems accentu-
ated when non-English speaking populations are tested, leading to an interaction of
these factors (i.e. English-centered policies, monolingual normality) that consoli-
dates the creation of a dividing wall between those profiles that seem a perfect
fit for inclusion in a scientific study and the understudied linguistic communities
that do not neatly tick the normative boxes.

Third, “language X” is often a designation reserved for well-known, official lan-
guages, and this further contributes to diminishing the visibility of certain groups.
For instance, large-scale studies that aim to find bilingual adaptations at the behav-
ioral front often base their conclusions on a comparison of a monolingual and a
bilingual group of participants. In many cases, the bilingual mega-category is a
mix of people that speak or sign different L1s, acquired through variable develop-
mental trajectories (e.g., heritage language users, immigrants that go through L1
attrition, sequential bilinguals, etc). To give a concrete example, Dick et al.
(2019) present results from a sample of 4,524 children, generated from 21 study
sites across the US. The bilingual group (n = 1740) uses English and another “lan-
guage X,” where X stands for more than 40 different languages. The instruction
given to the participants was the following: “Besides English, do you speak or under-
stand another language or dialect?” [ : : : ] A dropdown menu was available, and par-
ticipants were allowed to choose “Other” if their language was not represented.”
(Dick et al., 2019, p. 698). Some undetermined percentage of the 1,219 participants
who chose Spanish probably speaks different varieties of Spanish, possibly in par-
allel to the national Standard Spanish. Similarly, when 17 children chose Italian, this
may be a proxy for the lesser-known home variety (Montrul, 2016; Polinsky, 2018).
Put another way, Spanish or Italian are good candidates for the designation “lan-
guage X,” but Eonavian or Neapolitan are probably not.

Fourth, as explained in the previous section, the notion of nativehood is another
terminological minefield. In practical terms, this designation may contribute toward
excluding certain populations from scientific representation, as researchers are usu-
ally instructed to conduct their experiments with “native speakers/signers” (Cheng
et al., 2021). Seeking to ascribe a self-perception of nativehood to all speakers/sign-
ers of different languages ignores the facts of some linguistic communities that do
not feature standard languages. Consider, for instance, the following experience in
collecting data from Catalan:

“As a graduate student, I spent a summer in the Pyrenees (Andorra, Perpign[a]
n, etc.) doing field research on the phonology of various dialects of Catalan.
Many of our native informants were illiterate peasants. I was forcefully struck
how difficult it was to elicit linguistic judgments from them regarding their
language, which of course they spoke perfectly well. Just getting the plurals
of certain nouns was tough. These folks seemed to be very hard of hearing
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when it came to hearing the voice of competence! Their difficulty, it seemed,
was that their native language was largely transparent to them—they had never
thought of it as an object for observation and hence were largely unable to form
even the most rudimentary judgments about its character. (Bob Matthews, in
correspondence).” (Devitt, 2006, p. 497, emphasis added)

It seems that the ability to view one’s own language as a native system with a set of
properties is an acquired behavior. In this context, seeking to apply the label “native
speaker/signer” to a systematically marginalized group—that uses a nonstandard
language in a way that does not reflect standard normative assumptions about
(meta)linguistic behavior—simply strips the notion of native language off any the-
oretical substance. Crucially, this does not mean that these people do not have a
mastery of their languages that is comparable to what one could term “native”;
of course, they do. The issue at stake is the attribution of a label that comes from
a monolingual normative reality to bilingual and multilingual communities that
may involve a wealth of nonstandard varieties with unclear boundaries. Precisely
because characterizations like “native language” and “first language” are intertwined
with powerful ideologies, they are often used as the basis for language assessments
such as “broken grammar,” “bad English,” and “incomplete acquisition” that may
function as racialized signs of deviance, foreignness, and otherness (Rosa, 2016). In
fact, social and racial factors seem to modulate linguistic judgments about one’s lin-
guistic performance (Kutlu, 2020).

This matter does not have only sociolinguistic implications. If not all bilinguals
identify as bilinguals, a journal requirement for presenting data from a bilingual
comparison group either deprives some communities of the opportunity to partici-
pate in scientific studies or asks the researcher to misrepresent the group in order to
be able to comply with the journal requirement. Bringing bidialectalism into this
picture, ascribing the status of a native speaker/signer may be particularly complex
in speakers/signers of “dialects.” Normative assumptions about linguistic behavior
and identity do not apply as they do in monolingual settings, when the tested com-
munity speaks or signs a variety that in the mind of its users does not exist. It is not
always a matter of absence of metalinguistic knowledge, as in the above-quoted
experience in collecting data in the Pyrenees. In some cases, it is metalinguistic
awareness itself that invests the relationship between an individual and their lan-
guage(s) with another layer of complexity. For example, nonstandard language
speakers may reduce their home variety to nothing more than “an accent”
(Arvaniti, 2010). This is a challenge that one would not face when recruiting mono-
lingual or even bilingual users of official languages used by nations that have long
internalized Herder’s ideology, but one that will likely arise when one works with
populations that have a linguistic reality that is not easy to translate into labels such
as “monolingual,” “bilingual,” and “native.” If scientific journals employ labels or
enforce policies that espouse an ideology that is not fit for all, inevitably some lin-
guistic communities will be excluded as not fitting in any of the boxes.

As discussed in López et al. (2021), a change is needed in the way we theorize
bilingualism and bilingual experiences for bilingualism/multilingualism studies to
become more diverse and inclusive. We also need to consider that some methodol-
ogies have limitations, failing to provide an equitable representation regarding
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ethnic heritage and varied bilingual experiences (Charity Hudley et al., 2019; López
et al., 2021; Marks, 2008). For example, most electrophysiological (EEG) systems are
not designed to accommodate coarse and curly hair common in individuals of
African descent (Etienne et al., 2020). Ethnic heritage can also affect pupil detection
during eye tracking.1 These technical constraints can make it difficult to test certain
bilingual populations of interest; for example, the Papiamento-Dutch bilinguals
tested in Pablos et al. (2019). Additionally, not taking into account socially informed
realities of linguistic variation may cast some doubt on the scope of experimental
results. For instance, Zawiszewski and Laka (2020) investigate whether early
Basque-Spanish bilinguals differ from “native speakers” in processing a number
of grammatical features that they either share or not. One such structure is differ-
ential object marking (DOM), a core feature of Spanish, but presumably absent in
Basque despite being documented among both so-called “native” and L2 speakers
(Rodríguez-Ordóñez, 2016). The underlying assumption may be that DOM is pre-
scriptively forbidden in Standard Basque, which is a variety that was created for
written purposes. However, many L2 speakers are fostering a colloquial standard
Basque where DOM is being replicated similar to patterns used in other regional
varieties (Rodríguez-Ordóñez, 2020, 2021). This example suggests that whether a
grammatical property is present or absent in a variety is often misunderstood in
minority language contexts, providing further evidence that a more socially
informed approach is needed in psycholinguistics.

A further piece of evidence for the need for studying most minority languages
from a bilingualism perspective beyond the native/non-native constraint is the case
of developmental language disorders (DLD) detection. It is known that minority
languages have fewer, if any at all, diagnostic tools to assess grammatical maturity
in school-aged children, and most of these tools are directly translated from the
majority language, which puts a clear disadvantage on minority-language-speaking
children. Nonetheless, in an effort to solve this problem, one may easily dismiss that
most minority-language-speaking children are, indeed, bilinguals. A case in point is
that of Gavarró (2017), who adapted the SASIT (School-Age Sentence Imitation
Test) designed for English by Marinis et al. (2011) for Catalan. In her welcome
attempt, Gavarró (2017) included items such as partitive clitics as potential markers
of specific language impairment in Catalan. However, Catalan partitive clitics are
susceptible to protracted development, even in simultaneous and balanced bilingual
children (Soto-Corominas, 2018, 2021). Thus, by losing sight of the bilingual nature
of these Catalan-speaking children, we run the risk of misdiagnosing them with a
DLD, when in reality, they are just bilinguals. Together, these examples show that
beyond methodological problems of native-speakearism in research design (Cheng
et al., 2021), researchers may make various implicit assumptions about language
experience that are not always fully coterminous with the social realities of the peo-
ple living these experiences.

Conclusion and outlook
In this position paper, we discussed several practices that invest psycholinguistics
with questionable practices that contribute to the marginalization of groups that
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do not tick normative boxes. Our discussion heavily draws on some of our experi-
ences that attest to the presence of various types of stereotypes in our field of
research. Aside from the mainstream requests to present data from a monolingual
comparison group, to obtain data from bilingual groups with specific characteristics
that, simply put, do not exist, or to explain why research in a minority or nonstan-
dard language X is necessary in the first place, we have observed in numerous occa-
sions that the promotion of these norms goes hand in hand with other policies that
evoke different stereotypes related to gender, ethnic origin, and other social varia-
bles. While a detailed discussion of these topics is outside the scope of this paper, we
would like to acknowledge their interaction with the practices we discuss. Few peo-
ple would disagree with the claim that policies often work as barriers that aim to
gatekeep places (e.g., institutions), granting access based on language status, ethnic
heritage, and gender. All in all, we can and should draw parallels between the con-
tinued use of problematic notions such as the native/non-native speaker division
“and long-standing questions of race, ethnicity, equality, and gender, to name just
a few” (Slavkov et al., 2021, p. 2). If, as scientists, we fail to appreciate how these
complex and intimately intertwined matters unfold in the context of well-
established scientific processes that invite the enactment of asymmetrical power
relations, then we simply ignore a crucial slice of reality.
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