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Abstract 

Vocabulary is a crucial predictive factor in the linguistic advancement of children whether 

monolingual or bilingual. The increasing number of bilingual individuals underscores the 

significance of accurately assessing vocabulary development among bilinguals at school. 

However, assessing the vocabulary of bilingual children is intricate due to their acquisition of 

words across two languages. Determining the most suitable metric for comprehensively 

measuring their vocabulary, especially in comparison to monolingual counterparts, remains 

an ongoing endeavor. This correlational descriptive study aims to examine the vocabulary 

knowledge of sequential bilingual children and evaluate the effectiveness of a conceptual 

scoring approach that incorporates the terms known in both their first and second languages. 

The sample consisted of bilingual(n=200) and monolingual (n=95) elementary school 

learners from Mardan district, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, recruited through purposive and random 

sampling to ensure a balanced and unbiased outcome. The assessment procedure involved 

gauging each participant's passive and active vocabulary in English and Pashto, achieved 

through the utilization of tools such as X-Lex and the Category Generation Task. Data 

analysis carried out using SPSS version 25, revealed a substantial correlation between the 

vocabulary sizes of bilingual individuals across both their primary (L1) and secondary (L2) 

languages. The findings of the study may have far-reaching effects, providing significant 

novel perspectives on instructional practices and stimulating further investigation. 

Keywords: Vocabulary size, Active, Passive, Sequential, Bilinguals, Pashto monolinguals 

1. Introduction 

The process of language acquisition plays a central role in the expansion of vocabulary, 

particularly in the context of early childhood development. Owning an extensive vocabulary 

is crucial for second language learners and greatly impacts their whole language proficiency. 

The significance of vocabulary knowledge in the process of language acquisition has been the 

subject of several studies (Cheng & Matthews, 2018; Janebi Enayat & Amirian, 2020; Qian & 

Lin, 2020; Sukying, 2018; Webb, 2019). Dong et al. (2020) assert the indispensable role of a 

robust vocabulary in children's language acquisition, underpinning their skills in 

comprehension and sentence generation. It comprises an essential component of linguistic 

proficiency. (Read, 2004; Schmitt, 2008; Abdullah, 2012; Alavi & Akbarian, 2012). In a 

similar vein, Richards, and Rodgers (2014) underscore that language learning and 

interactions are rooted in words and collocations, transcending the realm of grammar and 

other linguistic elements. Contemporary studies have also observed the significance of 

vocabulary in facilitating the development of speaking, writing, and communication abilities 

(Cakmak et al., 2021; Wero et al., 2021 & Luo et al., 2021). Moreover, the significance of a 

robust vocabulary in achieving academic success cannot be overstated, as it exhibits 

proficiency and mastery. Conversely, a constrained vocabulary acts as a barrier to effective 

learning and language development. 

Empirical studies have consistently indicated disparities between bilinguals and monolinguals 

concerning vocabulary size and the multifaceted understanding of vocabulary items 

(Verhallen & Schoonen, 1998; Meara, 2018). Verhallen and Schoonen's (1998) findings 
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revealed that bilinguals exhibit narrower conceptual interpretations compared to their 

monolingual counterparts. Similarly, bilingual individuals often demonstrate limited native 

word knowledge compared to monolinguals (Bialystok et al., 2008). Addressing an ongoing 

debate, Topkaraoğlu and Dilman (2014) delve into the minimum vocabulary proficiency 

requisite for second-language learners to effectively communicate in the desired language. 

The extensive vocabulary, as revealed by Hatch and Brown's (1995) research, empowers 

individuals to articulate their thoughts and ideas with ease, reflecting heightened 

second-language proficiency. 

Thus, a comprehensive exploration is imperative to comprehend the impact of bilingualism 

on vocabulary size across both primary and secondary languages. This research endeavor 

addresses this discrepancy by conducting a comparative analysis of vocabularies between 

Pashto-English bilinguals and monolingual Pashto speakers. 

1.1 Research Problem 

Vocabulary constitutes a pivotal facet of proficiency in both the first language (L1) and the 

second language (L2) competence (Daller et al., 2007). The strength of one's vocabulary 

underpins not only reading and writing abilities but also influences overall language 

proficiency (Alderson, 2000; Qian, 2002; Joshi, 2005; Martin-Chang & Gould, 2008). This 

intricate relationship beckons for in-depth exploration, particularly concerning the interplay 

between linguistic capabilities in L1 and L2 for bilingual individuals (Cummins, 1979, 1980). 

The prior studies concentrated on the association between other aspects of language 

efficiency, including syntax, morphology, phonology, and pragmatics (Kuo et al., 2016; 

Verhoeven, 1994). For instance, a recent investigation conducted has explored the variations 

among learners in terms of working memory (Ansari̇n & Khabbazi̇, 2021; Lee & Lee, 2021). 

Likewise, Zhang and Roberts (2021) and Marecka et al. (2020) investigated the connection 

between children's phonemic awareness and verbal memory. Thus, a notable gap exists in the 

contemporary literature regarding the correlation between the vocabulary sizes (L1 & L2) of 

bilinguals and their comparison to monolinguals.  

1.2 Classification of Vocabulary 

Vocabulary, as a multifaceted construct, encompasses two primary dimensions: size and depth 

(Schmitt, 2014). Vocabulary size entails a straightforward and unidimensional count of words 

(Milton, 2009). In contrast, the depth of vocabulary delves into lexical intricacies such as 

word meanings, semantic associations, colloquial expressions, and syntactic patterns 

(Bardakçi, 2016). A pivotal distinction within vocabulary knowledge is the division between 

passive and active vocabulary (Zhou, 2010). Passive vocabulary pertains to the ability to 

recognize the form of a word (Laufer et al., 2004) and to correlate it with an equivalent word 

in the learner's native language (Webb, 2009). Conversely, active vocabulary encompasses 

both the recognition and production of words in one's native language (Laufer et al., 2004; 

Webb, 2009; Maskor & Baharudin, 2016). Within active vocabulary, Laufer (1998) identifies 

two subcategories: controlled and free. Controlled active vocabulary enables immediate and 

precise word usage, while free active knowledge involves employing a word without specific 
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cues, as seen in spontaneous speech. However, these interpretations have confined active and 

passive vocabulary knowledge to matters of form and meaning. 

According to Henriksen (1999), vocabulary knowledge can be classified into three primary 

domains: (a) a provisional dimension based on grasping word meanings, (b) a comprehensive 

dimension involving word interconnectedness and association, and (c) a responsive 

dimension reflecting the learners' proficiency and ease of accessing word knowledge. Nation 

(2022) widens the perspective by defining vocabulary knowledge as an array of components 

including form (phonetics, punctuation, word parts), meaning (form/meaning relationships, 

contextual understanding, familiarity), and usage (grammatical function, idiomatic 

expressions, usage restrictions). These aspects can be acquired through passive and active 

means. To explore the intricate relationship between passive and active vocabulary, a 

multidimensional framework for vocabulary knowledge becomes essential. Consequently, 

active vocabulary knowledge extends to recognizing words in both written and spoken forms, 

while passive vocabulary knowledge pertains to word comprehension in listening and reading 

contexts. 

1.3 Relationship Between Active and Passive Vocabulary Knowledge 

Researchers commonly agree on classifying vocabulary based on its use in two categories: 

active and passive manner (Laufer, 1998; Laufer & Paribakht, 1998; Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 

2014; Maskor et al., 2016). According to Zhou (2010), it is commonly believed that passive 

knowledge is acquired first and then can be used actively after deliberate study. Vocabulary 

knowledge should be seen as a continuum, with words progressing from passive to active 

position. Typically, learners in this continuum have a larger passive vocabulary size compared 

to their active vocabulary size (Laufer & Paribakht, 1998; Fan, 2000; Webb, 2008). 

The classification of vocabulary knowledge into active and passive modes is widely 

recognized in the literature (Schmitt, 2014). However, the assumptions surrounding 

proficiency in these two modes encompass several nuances that necessitate comprehensive 

exploration within a broader context. Research scientists' perspectives gain credibility 

through such holistic analyses. The ability to understand the pronunciation of words in 

written text may precede precise spelling, just as comprehension of written language might 

precede the production of coherent written responses. The aptitude to grasp a word's meaning 

is intrinsically linked to the ability to express it accurately in writing, showcasing a robust 

command over both vocabulary and grammar. Such distinction between passive and active 

vocabulary proficiency is crucial, as it underscores the practical application of acquired 

vocabulary in effective communication. 

Webb (2013) postulates that passive studying alone doesn't inherently alter the meaning of a 

word. The outcomes of active vocabulary acquisition owe their existence to both passive and 

active forms of knowledge. These two facets share a symbiotic relationship that works in 

tandem to amplify a learner's language skills and foster overall vocabulary development. In 

this dynamic interplay between passive and active vocabulary, the ultimate objective remains 

the practical incorporation of learned vocabulary into meaningful communication. 
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This demonstrates the significance of vocabulary for language proficiency since mastering 

passive and active vocabulary encompasses each of the four linguistic skills—speaking, 

writing, listening, and reading. Consequently, vocabulary size is associated with academic 

progress as well as achievements in reading, writing, and general linguistic competency 

(Laufer et al., 2004). 

1.4 Relationship Between First and Second Language Proficiency in Bilinguals 

Understanding the interplay between the two languages spoken by a bilingual is an intricate 

process. Hamers and Blanc (2000) found that languages are interconnected and mutually 

beneficial. One common theory about this concept is the interdependence hypothesis 

developed by Cummins (1981, 1991, 2000). The theory highlights the advantages of having a 

strong foundation in L1 when learning L2 and proposes a relationship between the two 

languages. Cummins (2008) draws attention to the significance of preserving the L1 to 

promote beneficial bilingual growth and mitigate potential negative consequences of 

excessive L2 exposure. The hypothesis suggests that two languages can evolve and coexist 

based on a shared foundation of linguistic skills, which can be optimized through advanced 

proficiency in L1 and adequate exposure to L2. This shared linguistic foundation allows for 

the accessibility of abstract concepts, pragmatics, metalinguistics, and phonological insight in 

both linguistic domains (Cummins, 2008). 

Existing research underscores a notable and meaningful correlation between bilingual 

individuals' competence in their primary and secondary languages, particularly within the 

realm of their mental lexicon. Cummins (1991) has lent robust support to this notion through 

a plethora of studies. The cumulative findings propose a robust and reciprocal connection 

between bilinguals' literacy skills and their lexical aptitude across both languages. Two 

plausible explanations underpin this relationship: cognitive transfer from the first language 

(L1) to the second language (L2) and the interplay of L1 knowledge in shaping L2 lexical 

comprehension. Wolter (2006) advances the perspective that bilinguals tend to await the 

acquisition of lexical knowledge in L2, even when introduced to L2 lexical items. Crucially, 

L2 lexical knowledge is inherently influenced by the foundation laid by the learner's L1 

knowledge, thereby facilitating seamless word associations and connections in the second 

language. 

Previous research contends that children can adeptly acquire a second language while 

concurrently nurturing and enhancing their first language (McLaughlin, 1986; Umbel et al., 

1992). Cummins (1980, 1991) introduces the Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP) theory, 

positing that bolstering one language within bilingual individuals can potentially yield 

benefits for their proficiency in the other language (Cummins & Swain, 1986). A profound 

interrelation exists between the scale of bilinguals' mental lexicons and the cultivation of their 

conceptual knowledge in their primary language. This phenomenon, in turn, acts as a 

facilitator in their acquisition of vocabulary within their second language. Collier's (1989) 

investigation sheds light on elementary school children who embark on learning their second 

language (L2) between the ages of 3 and 5, engaging in sequential bilingualism. His findings 

indicate that the continuity of developing their first language (L1) acts as a protective factor 
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against potential risks in language acquisition. Notably, correlational research underscores a 

progression from weaker to stronger relationships between vocabulary sizes in bilinguals' L1 

and L2. 

Masrai and Milton's (2015) research reveals a significant and positive correlation between 

proficiency levels in L1 (Arabic) and L2 (English) among intermediate and high school 

students, yielding correlation coefficients of .64 and .82, respectively. The study also 

uncovers a substantial correlation coefficient (r = 0.62, p<.001) between the academic 

performance of preschool-aged children in English and Arabic (Masrai & Milton,2015). 

Additionally, Daller and Ongun (2018) ascertained a significant correlation coefficient of (r 

=.61) in a study involving Turkish-English bilinguals. Grøver et al. (2018) researched the 

effects of L2 teacher-led group talk and peer-play talk on L2 vocabulary acquisition in 

preschool contexts (5-year-olds) with varying degrees of vocabulary skills in L1. The 

statistical analysis revealed a significant positive correlation between the passive vocabulary 

of participants in Turkish and Norwegian. The data showed no relationship between 

teacher-led talk exposure and children's L2 vocabulary at age five. However, a positive 

relationship was observed between their age-five vocabulary and talk exposure in peer play. 

These collective findings establish a direct and substantial link between the expansion of a 

learner's vocabulary in their primary language and their adeptness in their second language. 

2. Objectives 

1. To explore the correlation between passive and active vocabulary sizes (L1 & L2) of 

bilinguals 

2. To evaluate the relative advantages and disadvantages of bilinguals' comprehensive 

conceptual lexicon in comparison to monolinguals. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design 

The current study was conducted using a quantitative approach and aims to provide a 

descriptive-explanatory analysis to investigate the association between vocabulary sizes (L1 

& L2) of bilinguals and monolinguals (L1). 

3.2 Participants and Setting 

The research is centered in the Mardan district of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, a region chosen for 

its suitability and relevance in representing the Pashtun community. The participants in this 

study comprise young primary sequential bilingual individuals along with age-matched 

Pashto monolinguals, each falling within the age range of 10 to 12 years. Specifically, the 

monolingual Pashto group consists of 48 boys and 47 girls, with a mean age of 10.89 years. 

In parallel, the bilinguals encompass 105 males and 95 females within the age bracket of 10 

to 12, with a mean age of 11.14 years (refer to Table 1). 

3.3 Data Collection Settings 

The study is conducted across two distinct settings: educational institutions and participants' 
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homes. To ensure comprehensive data collection, visits were made to three elementary 

schools in the Mardan district, where English serves as the primary language of instruction 

starting from Grade 1. Simultaneously, volunteers who were solely proficient in Pashto were 

recruited through social networks, embracing their common language background. 

Table 1. Mean ages and genders of the participants' groups 

Groups N Mean Age Boys Girls 

Pashto-English Bilinguals 200 11.14 105 95 

Pashto Monolinguals 95 10.89 48 47 

Total 295 - 153 142 

3.4 Instruments and Assessments 

Each participant underwent an individual assessment utilizing the provided evaluation tools. 

3.4.1 X-Lex 

X-Lex (Meara & Milton, 2003) serves as a tool to assess the passive vocabulary 

encompassing the most frequent 5000 English words. This assessment comprises vocabulary 

spanning diverse frequency levels and is commonly employed in research on second 

language (L2) vocabulary acquisition. The test comprises 100 authentic English words and 20 

fictitious words, demanding a yes/no response. The incorporation of fictitious words aims to 

mitigate any potential guessing by participants. X-Lex is effective with young students 

because it does not drain their motivation or take up too much time (10-15 min) and energy. 

The presence of decontextualized words in the test indicates that it is not affected by the 

linguistic or cultural context of the test takers.  

3.4.2 Category Generation Task 

Category Generation Task encourages participants to generate a comprehensive list of words 

in a specific category (e.g., professions) within a given time framework. The format of the 

category creation task has the potential to provide an estimate of active vocabulary size that 

can be compared to measure passive vocabulary size (Roghani & Milton, 2017). Broad 

semantic categories like animals and fruits, are often used in semantic fluency studies (Lonie 

et al., 2009; Zemla et al., 2020). Cognitive, neuropsychiatric, and linguistic researchers 

frequently use such categories to elicit large verbal output (Izura et al., 2005). McKinney 

(2016) used this method earlier to measure vocabulary size among bilingual speakers. This 

study has one minute allotted to each of the following categories: fruits, animals, colors, and 

professions. 

3.4.3 Pashto X-Lex 

Incorporating monolingual and bilingual dictionaries is integral to language learning (Harmer, 

2015). Accordingly, the Pashto passive vocabulary size assessment used in the current study 
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draws from a Pashto monolingual dictionary, structured on the X-Lex template (Meara & 

Milton, 2003). Pashto X-Lex is formulated based on Thornbury's taxonomy (2006), which 

involves randomly selecting words using a dictionary, such as every tenth word on every 

tenth page, and aggregating them for assessment. The evaluation also encompasses a set of 

100 real and 20 fabricated words specifically designed to align phonologically with Pashto, 

yet deliberately constructed to discourage any form of guessing. The scoring method adheres 

to the procedure described in Meara and Milton's (2003) X-Lex to maintain consistency 

between the two assessments for subsequent analysis. 

3.5 Data Collection 

The study took place upon receiving a letter of ethical approval from the Research Ethics 

Committee Involving Human Subjects (JKEUPM) of the University Putra Malaysia. The 

guidelines for the study encompass the requirements of obtaining informed consent from the 

schools, parents, and participants individually in addition to maintaining confidentiality 

throughout the research process (Fleet & Harcourt, 2018). Both active and passive tests were 

independently conducted on school premises following the instructions in both languages 

spoken by participants within the assigned time limits. The passive vocabulary size test 

(X-Lex) in both languages was administered using pen and paper whereas active vocabulary 

size tests (L1 & L2) were audio recorded with a Galaxy M02 and transcribed for subsequent 

analysis. All participants adhered to a predefined word order (colors, fruits, animals & 

profession) for the active vocabulary size test. Active vocabulary size assessments assessed 

each participant independently, compared to the mutually exclusive assessment for passive 

vocabulary size. To mitigate priming effects, the tests were conducted two weeks apart. A 

chocolate bar and an emblem were presented to participants as a token of appreciation upon 

completion of tasks. 

3.6 Data Analysis 

After completing the assessments, initial results were entered into SPSS 25.0 for descriptive 

statistical analysis. To ensure confidentiality, participants' feedback was anonymized using 

numerical identifiers. The relationship between the passive and active vocabularies of 

bilinguals was investigated using Pearson correlation methods. An independent t-test was 

conducted to discern variations in vocabulary size between bilingual and monolingual 

children. Scoring involved attributing 50 points to correctly identified legitimate English 

terms and deducting 250 points for erroneously identified non-words. Participants correctly 

identifying all real and fictitious terms received a final score of 0. All responses, including 

errors and repetitions, were meticulously transcribed for the active vocabulary size test. The 

maximum word count for each category was calculated after removing errors and invalid 

words. 

4. Results 

4.1 Correlation Between L1 and L2 Passive Vocabulary Size 

Data were collected from a sample of 200 bilingual (Pashto-English) individuals in Pakistan, 

aged between 9 and 12, utilizing the English and Pashto passive vocabulary size tests. The 
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findings of the passive vocabulary tests for bilingual children in both Pashto and English are 

displayed in Table 2. The table provides a comprehensive overview of descriptive statistics 

alongside the correlation observed between the scores of the two languages. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for passive vocabulary size in Pashto and English (max 

score=5000) 

Measures N Min Max Mean St. Dev 

English passive test 200 3200 4600 3990.50 291.306 

Pashto passive test 200 3250 4450 3872.00 214.291 

The minimum scores for Pashto and English exhibited a close resemblance, standing at 3200 

and 3250, respectively. However, the maximum score for English (4600) surpassed that of 

Pashto (4450). In terms of mean scores, the passive vocabulary assessments yielded 3872.00 

for Pashto and 3990.50 for English, with the latter slightly surpassing the former. 

Correspondingly, the standard deviation score for English (291.306) exceeded that of Pashto 

(214.291). Visualized in Figure 1, the correlation coefficient between the passive vocabulary 

size of bilinguals in their first language (Pashto) and second language (English) is depicted. 

 

Figure 1. Correlation between Pashto and English Passive Vocabulary Scores 

Figure 1 illustrates a robust positive correlation between the passive vocabulary size scores in 

Pashto and English (r = .630, p < .001). For the category generation task, a closely matched 

group of participants engaged in sub-tests encompassing fruits, colors, professions, and 

animals. The assessment's internal consistency was assessed through Cronbach's alpha 

coefficient, resulting in values of .649 for Pashto and .715 for English. These coefficients 

denote satisfactory reliability and measurement consistency. The assessment is exclusively 

designed to appraise the active vocabulary knowledge for each language, thereby maintaining 

a unidimensional focus. Table 3 displays descriptive statistics for bilinguals' active 

vocabulary size scores (L1 & L2). 
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics for active vocabulary size scores in Pashto and English 

Measures N Min Max Mean St. Dev 

Active English 200 75 85 80.51 2.275 

Active Pashto 200 74 85 79.77 2.085 

Table 3 demonstrates an insignificant difference in the minimum scores obtained in the active 

Pashto and English tests, ranging from 74 and 75, respectively. Furthermore, the mean results 

for Pashto and English, which average 79.77 and 80.51, show a significant degree of 

similarity in comparison to the passive test. Likewise, a moderate positive correlation 

emerges between the active vocabulary assessments for Pashto and English languages (r 

= .433, p < .001), taking age into account. This relationship is visually depicted in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Scatter plot for the relationship between bilinguals' active vocabulary scores (L1 & 

L2) 

A statistical analysis revealed a significant positive correlation between the scores of passive 

and active vocabulary sizes in bilinguals, for both languages. Notably, the correlation 

coefficient for passive vocabulary size stands at r = .630 (p < .001), whereas for active 

vocabulary size, it reaches r = .433 (p < .001) significance. The observed strong correlation 

suggests that bilingual youngsters who possess a substantial passive vocabulary in Pashto are 

also likely to possess a comparably broad passive vocabulary in English. The results 

underscore the presence of a significant correlation between the vocabulary sizes of 

Pashto-English bilinguals across their first and second languages, encompassing both passive 

and active vocabulary domains. 

The correlations observed between the passive and active vocabulary sizes among bilingual 

children in their respective first and second languages are not only statistically significant but 
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also conceptually meaningful. Specifically, for Pashto, the correlation between passive and 

active vocabulary size is noteworthy (n = 200, r = .548, p < .001), while for English, it 

exhibits even stronger associations (n = 200, r = .666, p < .001). These findings harmonize 

with prior expectations. The proportion of variation explained by Passive Pashto in Active 

Pashto amounts to 30% (R2 = .30), leaving 70% for Active Pashto. Similarly, Passive English 

elucidates 44% of the variability in Active English, as reflected by an R2 value of .443. This 

observed variation could stem from diverse factors, such as fluctuations in active test 

outcomes or the potential influence of group characteristics on passive test results. 

4.2 Comparing Vocabulary Size of Bilinguals and Monolinguals 

Table 4 offers a comparative analysis of the passive vocabulary sizes among Pashto-English 

bilinguals and Pashto monolingual speakers, utilizing the Pashto X-Lex framework. It also 

provides an overview of group statistical data, showcasing average values for both bilinguals 

and monolingual speakers. Furthermore, Figure 3 visually presents the findings of bilingual 

and monolingual participants in their respective native languages, as evaluated through an 

independent sample t-test. 

Table 4. Comparison of L1 passive vocabulary size between monolinguals and bilinguals 

Respondents N Mean Std. Dev Std. Error 

Pashto-English bilinguals 200 3872.00 214.291 15.153 

Pashto monolinguals 95 3879.47 287.181 29.464 

The analysis conducted through an independent sample t-test reveals a marginal discrepancy, 

with monolinguals displaying slightly higher scores (M = 3879.47, SD = 287.18) in 

comparison to bilinguals (M = 3872.00, SD = 214.291). The outcomes of the t-test [t (145.490) 

= -0.226, p = 0.822, 95% CI (-72.95, 58.00)] underscore the absence of a statistically 

significant distinction between the two groups, as the p-value surpasses the predetermined 

alpha level of 0.05. Table 3 presents a comparison of the passive vocabulary scores between 

bilingual individuals who have proficiency in both Pashto and English (n = 200) languages 

and individuals who only speak Pashto (n = 95). 
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Figure 3. Passive vocabulary scores between Pashto/English bilinguals and Pashto 

monolinguals 

4.3 Active Vocabulary Size(L1) scores Between Bilinguals and Monolinguals 

To ascertain the disparity in active vocabulary scores within the Pashto language between 

bilinguals and monolinguals, a t-test was employed. The findings disclose that bilingual 

children exhibit slightly higher active vocabulary sizes in Pashto when compared to 

monolinguals (t = 3.981, df = 157.867, p < .001). It's important to note that the assumption of 

equal variances still needs to be met for accurate interpretation. The results underscore the 

superior performance of Pashto-English bilinguals (n = 200) in the active vocabulary size test 

in Pashto, in contrast to their Pashto monolingual counterparts. Conversely, Pashto 

monolinguals surpassed Pashto-English bilinguals in the passive test, as depicted in Table 5. 

Table 5. Active vocabulary size scores between bilinguals and monolinguals  

Respondents N Mean S. Dev Std. Error 

Bilinguals 200 79.77 2.085 .147 

Monolinguals 95 78.59 2.507 .257 
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Figure 4. Active vocabulary size (L1) scores between bilinguals and monolinguals 

The analysis further evaluates the vocabulary size scores of Pashto-English bilinguals and 

Pashto monolinguals, specifically focusing on passive and active vocabulary. The vocabulary 

size scores of both groups were compared using an independent sample t-test. The study's 

findings indicate that bilinguals manifest a more robust active vocabulary in comparison to 

monolinguals. However, the latter exhibits a heightened proficiency in passive vocabulary. 

This differentiation in terms of vocabulary size among bilinguals aligns with the anticipated 

active vocabulary size trends in Pashto. Notably, this analysis systematically compares the 

vocabulary scores of both monolinguals and bilinguals, considering their cumulative 

conceptual vocabulary within their respective first languages. 

It's essential to clarify that this analysis primarily evaluates the active vocabulary of 

bilinguals for an overarching conceptual vocabulary assessment. Nonetheless, future research 

avenues could potentially encompass individual language constructs. This approach, however, 

necessitates a comprehensive and documented evaluation specifically designed for passive 

vocabulary size assessment across diverse languages. Similarly, this study conducts a 

comparative analysis between the total conceptual vocabulary scores of bilinguals and the 

active vocabulary scores of monolinguals. The statistical insights for total conceptual 

vocabulary are presented in Table 6. 

Table 6. Comparison of total conceptual vocabulary size scores between bilingual and 

monolingual individuals 

Respondents N Mean St. Dev 

Pashto-English bilinguals 200 78.73 3.676 

Pashto monolinguals 95 78.59 2.507 

Overall, bilinguals scored relatively better (M = 78.73, SD = 3.676) than monolinguals (M = 
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78.59, SD = 2.507), as depicted in Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5. Total conceptual vocabulary comparison between bilinguals and monolinguals 

The analysis highlights an intriguing pattern in the scores of bilingual individuals, which 

exhibit greater variability on an individual level. However, when considering proficiency 

levels across groups, the distinctions between bilinguals and monolinguals are not substantial. 

The TCV evaluation does not exhibit a vocabulary disparity effect, when compared to 

monolinguals (t = 257.265, p = .701, 95% CI = -0.580 to 0.861), aligning with the 

observation that there is a minimal disparity between bilingual and monolingual individuals 

in terms of their respective passive and active vocabulary size scores in their primary 

language. 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Relationship Between Pashto and English Vocabulary 

This study's findings underscore a positive and robust correlation between the size of Pashto 

and English vocabularies, providing substantive evidence for the initial research objective. 

The simultaneous development of vocabulary in both the first and second languages is 

evident, even though the growth of the second language may appear somewhat delayed due 

to English being the primary language of instruction and learning for the participants. 

Remarkably, bilingual individuals exhibiting a strong command of Pashto also exhibit an 

expansive range of vocabulary in both passive and active English. This observation 

accentuates the significant correlation between the passive and active vocabulary sizes of 

bilinguals across both languages. Such findings lend support to the interdependence 

hypothesis proposed by Cummins (1979, 1984), highlighting the pivotal role of proficiency in 

the first language as a foundation for proficiency in the second language. Cummins' Common 

Underlying Proficiency (CUP) theory (Cummins, 1980) finds empirical backing in this study, 

suggesting that bilinguals can effectively transfer knowledge between their first and second 

languages due to shared foundational skills. The study not only adds essential insights to 



International Journal of Linguistics 

ISSN 1948-5425 

2023, Vol. 15, No. 6 

www.macrothink.org/ijl 
92 

empirical research on vocabulary size relationships in multilingual contexts but also 

highlights the interwoven nature of language development. 

5.2 Comparing Vocabulary Sizes in Bilinguals and Monolinguals 

The analysis of vocabulary sizes among bilinguals and monolinguals provides support to 

prior findings (Bialystok, 2017; Gunnerud et al., 2020; Carroll et al., 2017) that often point to 

bilinguals having slightly smaller vocabularies compared to their monolingual counterparts. 

Bilinguals often utilize their pre-existing knowledge from both their primary and secondary 

languages when evaluating vocabulary size independently in each language. This 

interpretation is consistent with the observed current pattern. Bilinguals may outperform 

monolinguals on tests because they have a more complex comprehension of word meanings. 

For instance, they might recall a word more easily in their second language, even if they 

struggle to pronounce or remember it in their first language. This condition may result in a 

decline in their overall vocabulary score, as opposed to monolinguals, who are not subjected 

to such a hypothetical position. Monolinguals, relying on a more limited lexical pool, tend to 

utilize familiar words more extensively.  

5.3 Total Conceptual Vocabulary Evaluation 

The analysis of total conceptual vocabulary exclusively employs the active vocabulary of 

bilinguals, combining scores from both Pashto and English. Intriguingly, this analysis reveals 

no significant disparity between the two groups in either language. As can be seen in the table 

above, there is no statistically significant difference between the average scores of 

Pashto/English bilinguals (78.73) and Pashto monolinguals (78.59). These findings align with 

earlier research, suggesting that considering total conceptual vocabulary leads to the 

conclusion that bilingual children do not experience any potential disadvantages compared to 

monolingual peers (Umbel et al., 1992; Pearson et al., 1993; Bedore et al., 2012). The study 

demonstrates that accurately assessing bilinguals' conceptual vocabulary provides a 

comprehensive overview of their overall vocabulary capacity. These results further endorse 

Cummins' CUP theory, emphasizing the symbiotic growth of vocabulary across languages 

and reinforcing the idea that concepts nurtured in one language inevitably flourish in the other. 

These findings represent a significant contribution, as the exploration of total conceptual 

vocabulary in the context of Pashto-English bilingual speakers has been previously an 

unexplored domain. 

6. Conclusion 

This study discovered a correlation between Pashto and English vocabulary size, offering 

statistical support for the first objective. As English is the major language of instruction and 

learning for children, second language growth may appear to be delayed, yet vocabulary 

development in first and second languages proceeds simultaneously. Individuals who are 

bilingual and fluent in Pashto also have a wide vocabulary in English. The data shows a 

strong correlation between bilinguals' passive and active vocabulary in their first and second 

languages. These results support the interdependence theory, which argues that a person's 

proficiency in a second language depends on the skill in their first language. The current 
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investigation supports Cummins' Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP) theory, which 

claims that bilinguals may transfer knowledge from their first to their second language and 

vice versa because of a shared basis (Cummins, 1980). The study reveals significant findings 

contributing to empirical research on the relationship between vocabulary size in first and 

second languages. 

The present study also aligns with previous research and recent investigations demonstrating 

that bilingual individuals frequently exhibit smaller vocabulary sizes compared to their 

monolingual counterparts. When their vocabulary sizes are measured independently in each 

language, bilingual individuals make use of the knowledge they already have in either their 

first or second language. The interpretation mentioned earlier is potentially backed up by the 

current study's findings. For example, they may not be able to pronounce or remember a word 

in their first language but can recall it in their second language. Consequently, their 

vocabulary is reduced, resulting in an overall lower score on the test in contrast, 

monolinguals are not affected by such a situation. The total conceptual vocabulary analysis 

was conducted solely using the active vocabulary of bilinguals. The active vocabulary scores 

in Pashto and English were combined by tallying the bilinguals’ active vocabulary scores in 

each language. resulting in insignificant differences.  

This study has successfully provided compelling statistical evidence for the positive 

relationship between the size of Pashto and English vocabularies, substantiating the 

simultaneous growth of vocabulary in both languages. Bilingual individuals exhibiting 

proficiency in Pashto also demonstrate a remarkable breadth of vocabulary in both passive 

and active English. These findings lend substantial support to the interdependence hypothesis 

and Cummins' Common Underlying Proficiency theory. Furthermore, the analysis aligns with 

previous research regarding the disparities between bilingual and monolingual vocabulary 

sizes. Collectively, this study makes a significant contribution to our comprehension of 

vocabulary development in Pashto-English bilingual individuals. The current study’s results 

are significant because total conceptual vocabulary in the context of Pashto-English bilingual 

speakers has never been the subject of research before. The present study concludes that the 

extent of vocabulary knowledge in one's first language may have an impact on the extent of 

vocabulary knowledge in their second language. It is recommended that this finding be 

considered in the design and implementation of vocabulary instruction and acquisition 

strategies. 

7. Research Implications and Importance 

The implications of this study are far-reaching, as it uncovers a moderate correlation between 

the active and passive vocabulary sizes (L1 & L2) of bilinguals. The findings are consistent 

with the observations made by Daller and Ongun (2018), who reported a similar correlation (r 

=.61) among Turkish-English bilingual children. These outcomes underscore the interrelated 

nature of vocabulary development across languages and emphasize that growth in the 

first-language lexicon plays a pivotal role in shaping second-language lexical skills. The 

notion of "conceptual vocabulary" serves as a framework to describe the interconnectedness 

between first and second languages, as articulated by Daller and Ongun (2018). 
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However, care must be taken when interpreting the holistic performance of bilingual 

individuals in this study. The varying standard deviations across multiple bilingual 

assessments, including conceptual vocabulary, indicate that some bilingual participants 

scored lower than their monolingual counterparts. As this study focused on middle-class 

bilinguals in a specific context, generalizing these findings to other bilingual contexts must be 

approached with care. These findings underscore the complexity of bilingualism, 

necessitating that any research encompassing bilingual populations, whether in vocabulary, 

cognitive abilities, or executive control, consider the intricate interplay of the first language 

within the socio-cultural and familial context. The implications of our analyses extend to 

educational practices and governmental policies. Policies that encourage the use of a 

community's primary language at home may not necessarily yield long-term benefits for 

bilingual children. Future research employing the X-Lex assessment across different schools 

within the Mardan district has the potential to provide additional insights into the association 

between bilinguals' passive and active vocabulary. Additionally, the study suggests the need 

for conducting gender-focused inquiries and evaluations of linguistic competency among 

English as a Second Language (ESL) learners in Pakistan. 

Further avenues of research include the development of a comprehensive vocabulary 

assessment program for schools in Pakistan, to be integrated into entry tests and individual 

interviews. By leveraging linguistic insights into the significance of vocabulary in language 

acquisition, the study results warrant the incorporation of vocabulary-focused curricula in 

primary education. The study's findings also have immediate pedagogical implications, 

advocating for ESL educators to incorporate vocabulary enrichment exercises into their 

teaching strategies to reinforce students' lexical proficiency. 
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