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A congruence approach to the 
study of bilingual compound verbs 
in Northern Belize contact Spanish

Osmer Balam, Ana de Prada Pérez and Dámaris Mayans

Attested in a wide variety of contact situations, bilingual compound verbs 
(BCVs) have baffled linguists, as they are innovative hybrid constructions that 
appear superfluous. In the current study, we examine BCVs in Northern Belize, 
where Spanish/English language alternation occurs alongside the pervasive 
use of Belizean Kriol, Belize’s lingua franca. We analyze Northern Belize 
code-switchers’ acceptability judgments and use of BCVs in oral production 
to determine whether stativity and/or verb frequency constrain the incorpora-
tion of BCVs as previously contended. The quantitative analysis of acceptability 
judgments and 553 canonical BCVs from 25 adolescent and 18 post-adolescent 
speakers revealed that BCVs are not constrained by stativity or verb frequency. 
We contend that although there are syntactic constraints, bilinguals’/multi-
linguals’ use of their linguistic resources is largely dependent on social factors 
(Sebba 1998). In the case of Northern Belize, where speakers do not perceive 
code-switching as illegitimate but rather embrace it and associate it with their 
mixed, multiplex identity, positive attitudes to non-standard varieties may 
have paved the way for the ubiquitous use of BCVs. The availability of a na-
tive Spanish/Mayan BCV model may have also catalyzed the process. BCVs in 
Northern Belize merit further investigation as they are innovative structures 
with Creoloid features that reflect code-switchers’ creative ability to capitalize on 
structural parsimony.

Keywords: bilingual compound verbs, Northern Belize code-switching, adaptive 
simplification

1.	 Introduction

A substantial body of variationist and generative work has investigated the princi-
ples and restrictions that underlie bilingual speech in typologically diverse contact 
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situations. This research has yielded influential models and constraints that have 
fundamentally contributed to our current understanding of “classic code-switch-
ing” (Myers-Scotton 1998) and bilingualism in ‘stable’ linguistic contexts, where 
the assumption is that bilinguals position themselves, in Grosjean’s (1998) terms, 
along a language continuum where they activate one or two languages. Implicitly 
understood in this line of work, particularly on the syntax of code-switching (CS), 
is that language alternation is possible only when there is cross-linguistic congru-
ence or ‘equivalence’ between the two discrete, monolingual grammars (for fur-
ther discussion, see Sebba 2009, 41). However, since few attempts have examined 
how the notion of categorial equivalence applies to multilingual contact situations 
where discrete codes are not the linguistic norm, our understanding of “compos-
ite” CS (Myers-Scotton 1998) and the intricately intertwined historical and socio-
cultural factors that undergird these types of contexts remain limited.

The current study examines BCVs in Northern Belize (NB), an understud-
ied Spanish contact situation, which has previously been noted for its younger 
speakers’ pervasive use of code-mixing (Balam 2013a; Balam 2013b). Consonant 
with recent work on CS, which underscores the necessity for a more integrative 
approach to the study of bilingual speech phenomena (MacSwan and McAlister 
2010; Rodriguez-González and Parafita-Couto 2012), the current study examines 
speakers’ acceptability judgments and use of BCVs in spontaneous oral produc-
tion in order to provide a more thorough analysis of the use of BCVs in NB.

Whereas extensive research has been carried out on BCVs in Indic languag-
es and/or Indic contact situations (Chatterjee 2012; Muysken 2000; Ritchie and 
Bhatia 1996, Romaine 1986; Sankoff, Poplack and Vanniarajan 1990, among many 
others), less research has been carried out vis-à-vis BCVs in Spanish contact situ-
ations. Particularly in the case of Belize, where BCVs have been described as “an 
Anglicized feature of particular interest because of its frequency” (Hagerty 1996, 
136), scant research has been carried out to document and understand the use 
of BCVs, especially in relation to the region’s historical and sociolinguistic mi-
lieu. The present study contributes to the study of BCVs by investigating whether 
stativity and/or verb frequency constrain the incorporation of BCVs as previously 
contended (Fuller Medina 2005; Jenkins 2003; Reyes 1982).

2.	 Language contact in Northern Belize

Bolle (2000, 220) aptly describes Belize as un verdadero caleidescopo de lenguas y 
culturas ‘a true kaleidoscope of languages and cultures.’ Given the status of English 
as the official language of Belize, Bolle further adds that Belize constitutes a linguis-
tic frontier with the Spanish-speaking world. Although Belize is a contemporary 
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test case of Spanish in contact with English and Belizean Kriol (BK), scant research 
has been carried out on this contact situation. Most of the linguistic research that 
has been carried out on Belize focuses on the Creole contact situation (Escure 
1982; Hellinger 1973; Le Page 1984; Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985; Migge 
1995; Young 1973, among others). The case of Spanish, however, has received lim-
ited attention, albeit the fact that from the 1990’s, Spanish has become the lan-
guage spoken by the majority in Belize (Bolle 2001; Moberg 1997; Shoman 2010).

Spanish in Belize traces its history back to the 1840’s when Mexican Mestizo 
and Mayan refugees, escaping the Caste War in Yucatan, settled in the Northern 
districts of Corozal and Orange Walk. Contrary to the early twentieth century, 
Spanish/Mayan bilingualism in NB is very limited today, and as Brockmann (1979) 
predicted, the current trend in Orange Walk is a shift towards Spanish/English 
(or BK) bilingualism and/or Spanish/English/BK trilingualism. Given the ‘diffuse’ 
Spanish/English/Creole contact situation in Belize (Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 
1985), where wide variation exists between the different codes spoken by Hispanic 
Belizeans, in the current paper, we adopt Gardner-Chloros’ (1995, 86) conception 
of CS: a chameleon-like phenomenon, which encompasses a variety of concomi-
tant interlingual phenomena, and which in essence makes it “[in]separable either 
ideologically or in practice, from borrowing, interference or pidginization.”

3.	 Bilingual compound verbs

The canonical BCV in Spanish/English CS consists of a fully inflected LV hacer 
‘do/make’ from the recipient language, which co-occurs with an infinitive verb 
from the source language (González-Vilbazo and López 2011; Muysken 2000). As 
(1) exemplifies, the LV provides information on number, grammatical person, and 
TAM features, whereas the English verb contributes the semantic content.

	 (1)	 Hicieron	 rent	 un golf cart
		  Do.3rdpl rent.inf a	 golf cart
		  “They rented a golf cart” � (Speaker AD18, 16 years old)

BCVs have been attested in many CS varieties including different language pair-
ings (for further discussion, see Muysken 2000 and Edwards and Gardner-Chloros 
2007). However, in the case of Spanish/English CS, BCVs have only been attest-
ed in some communities in Southwest U.S. (Jenkins 2003; Reyes 1982; Wilson 
Vergara 2013) and Belize (Fuller Medina 2005; Hagerty 1996). It is, however, unat-
tested in the speech of Puerto Rican, Dominican and Cuban bilinguals (Jenkins 
2003). In the literature on varieties of U.S. Spanish, English verbs are typically 
morphophonologically incorporated into Spanish (e.g. Field 2002; Smead 1998) 
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through derivational blends such as taipear ‘to type’ and huachar ‘to watch, look, 
see’ (Reyes 1982, 159), whereas the incorporation of BCVs is rare and typically 
met with rejection by Spanish/English bilinguals in the U.S. (Reyes 1982; Toribio 
et al. 2012).

Thus far, the extant work on BCVs in Spanish contact situations has largely 
focused on the restrictions that constrain the incorporation of BCVs in bilingual 
speech, whereas less attention has been given to sociolinguistic and/or histori-
cal factors that may help to account for the use of BCVs. For example, in their 
Minimalist analysis of BCVs from Spanish/German CS data, González-Vilbazo 
and López argue that the LV hacer is incompatible with passives. They explain that 
when a German verbal root cannot value or satisfy Spanish little v’s conjugation 
class feature, the LV hacer must be inserted to save the derivation. In BCVs, the LV 
hacer spells out as little v, and the lexical verb does not incorporate into little v. In 
the case of passives, they argue that the lexical verb remains unincorporated; as a 
consequence, the internal argument cannot raise to subject position. As a result, 
BCVs are incompatible with passives.

Factors that constrain the incorporation of BCVs have also been investigated 
by variationist researchers. For example, Reyes (1982) argued that the ‘hacer + 
V’ syntactic frame was only employed with low frequency Spanish verbs. Jenkins 
(2003), who based his analysis on interview data from 15 native bilinguals from 
northern New Mexico and southern Colorado, concurs that this construction oc-
curs with low-frequency verbs or “new” verbs. Following Reyes, Jenkins (2003, 
198) claimed that “there is no functional need for a bilingual to shift to English for 
a frequently used verb”.

Some of these hypotheses were tested by Fuller Medina (2005), who collected 
data in Belize. Fuller Medina investigated whether BCVs were constrained by verb 
frequency and stativity. Data were collected via a picture description task from 21 
Spanish/English bilinguals from different parts of Belize. Fuller Medina’s results 
showed that 90% of tokens belonged to the class of dynamic verbs, while only 10% 
were stative verbs. Consequently, she interpreted this as evidence that BCVs are 
restricted by stativity. There was much stronger evidence for the restriction based 
on verb frequency, as participants markedly produced the periphrastic construc-
tion with low frequency verbs rather than high frequency verbs such as eat, drink, 
get up, etc.

Proposed as a potential universal property of CS (Edwards and Gardner-
Chloros 2007; González-Vilbazo and López 2012), BCVs continue to intrigue lin-
guists as they remain problematic for current CS constraints and models such as 
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the Matrix Language Frame Model (Myers-Scotton 2002).1 While some research-
ers analyze ‘hacer + V’ as an instance of lexical borrowing (Fuller Medina 2005; 
Jenkins 2003; Reyes 1982; Wohlgemuth 2009), others examine it as an innovative 
form of CS (González-Vilbazo and Lopéz 2011; Muysken 2000; Ritchie and Bhatia 
1996; Sebba 1998) with features of creolization (Gardner-Chloros 1995, 2010). 
Note that BCVs have been attested in Hindi/English Creole bilingual speech in 
Trinidad and Guyana (c.f. Muysken, 2000, 209). More recently, Wilson Vergara 
(2013, 132) contends that ‘hacer + V’ is neither a borrowing nor a code-switch but 
a grammaticalized hybrid structure that may belong to a “new grammar” which 
develops as a result of bilingual discourse practices. Thus, linguists still do not con-
cur on what exactly ‘hacer + V’ is and what triggers its emergence. Furthermore, 
the questions of when and why these bilingual verbs are incorporated in bilingual/
multilingual discourse still remain largely unanswered.

Although Fuller Medina (2005) undoubtedly provided valuable insights into 
the use of BCVs in Belize, her analysis was limited in that judgment data were not 
reported on. Additionally, she did not control for dialectal differences between 
bilingual speakers who live in the Western part of Belize, who clearly speak a 
Spanish variety considerably different from the variety in NB (Hagerty 1979). Also 
noteworthy is that her participants were speakers of different ages. In previous 
work on Spanish/English communities in the U.S., older adults have been noted 
for their preferential use of monolingual Spanish, whereas CS has been specifically 
associated with the younger generation (e.g. Elías-Olivares 1976; Ornstein-Galicia 
1987). It may partially be that as a result of these oversights, her corpus of nine 
hours of recorded speech yielded only 35 BCVs, which does not reflect the high 
frequency of BCVs Hagerty (1996) observed. In view of these facts, the present 
study sought to examine the effect that stativity and verb frequency have on the 
acceptability and oral production of BCVs among adolescent and post-adolescent 
code-switchers from Orange Walk, Northern Belize.

4.	 The present study

In the current study, we particularly examined whether stativity and verb fre-
quency are constraining factors in the use of BCVs. Regarding verb frequency, for 

1.  González-Vilbazo and López (2011), for example, point out that the Matrix Language Frame 
Model cannot account for BCVs, as it fails to account for the word order which is determined 
by the light verb, and not by the matrix language. In their analysis, they argue that in feature 
spreading, it is the head of a phase (i.e. hacer) that determines the grammatical properties of the 
whole phase.
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instance, it is possible that in oral production, the ‘need’ to switch languages with 
infrequent verbs is a deterministic factor. In a judgment task, on the other hand, 
verb frequency might not be of importance as there is nothing in the syntax to ban 
the switch into a frequent verb. In order to address these questions, we collected 
acceptability judgments and oral production data in Orange Walk, Belize.

A total of 25 adolescent participants (ages 14–17), of which 15 were males 
and 10 were female, were recruited from two different high schools in Orange 
Walk, Belize. Additionally, 13 post-adolescent participants (ages 19–26), of which 
8 were males and 5 were females, were recruited via purposeful sampling, from 
the Orange Walk community at large. All participants were Orange Walk-born na-
tives and had either completed or were currently obtaining their secondary educa-
tion in Orange Walk. They were all speakers of Northern Belizean Spanish (NBS), 
English and BK, who reported using NBS more frequently (Mean: 7.2) than BK 
(Mean: 7.1), CS (Mean: 6.3) or English (Mean: 6.1), on a scale where 1 indicated 
‘Never’ and 8 indicated ‘Everyday, most of the time during the day.’

Participants completed two tasks. The first task was an Acceptability Judgment 
Task (AJT), which elicited speakers’ well-formedness judgments regarding code-
switched utterances containing BCVs. The task included 54 items, which consisted 
of 29 test items and 25 fillers. All test items consisted of sentences where partici-
pants rated randomized verbal phrases on a 1–4 Likert scale (1= totally unaccept-
able, 4= totally acceptable). As Figure 1 exemplifies, there were two types of BCVs: 
canonical and non-canonical (i.e. control structures.) For canonical BCVs, as in 
(2a), the dependent variable was the form of the verb: an English verb, or a Spanish 
verb (where the switch is postverbal) or BCV, which was represented at least twice, 
with different switching patterns in the object. Although the effect of the switching 
patterns in the object was included in the design, it is not discussed here. We focus 
our comparison between the BCV sentence that receives the higher rating, switch-
ing into an English verb, or switching after the Spanish verb. Therefore, for (2a) we 
compare sentences (i), (iii), and (iv), since (i), with a mixed DP, was rated higher 
than (ii). In the case of non-canonical BCVs, as in (2b), the levels of the dependent 
variable were: no BCV (Spanish control verb with an English main verb), BCV in 
the control verb, BCV in the main verb or double BCV (control and main verbs).

Sentences were manipulated for predicate type (transitive, unaccusative, 
control), stativity, and verb frequency. The design, thus, included the following 
conditions: BCVs with (i) transitive verbs, manipulated for frequency, (ii) stative 
accusative verbs, manipulated for frequency, (iii) stative unaccusative verbs and 
(iv) control structures. BCVs with (i) through (iii) were all canonical construc-
tions which have been mentioned in the literature (cf. González-Vilbazo and 
López 2011), whereas condition (iv) was the only non-canonical BCV explored in 
the current study. Regarding verb frequency, we followed Fuller Medina’s (2005) 
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methodology and operationalized frequency according to word searches (for 
all conjugated forms of the verb) in the “Corpus Contemporáneo del Español” 
(Davies 2002). Verbs were classified as low frequency verbs if they had less than 
2000 occurrences in the 20th century data, whereas verbs with more than 2000 
occurrences in the on-line database were considered high frequency. All sentences 
were controlled for length and plausibility. All items were written by the first au-
thor, a native code-switcher of NB.

Participants additionally engaged in 10–20 minute, semi-structured code-
switched interviews carried out by the first author. In order to collect speech sam-
ples that were as closely as possible reflective of the community linguistic norms, 
interviews were administered in pairs or small groups of peers in order to ensure 
the production of authentic speech behaviors (Blom and Gumperz 1972). Data 
from five sociolinguistic interviews with five more post-adolescent speakers were 
subsequently included to further substantiate the findings of the study. In contrast 
to previous studies, which have been limited by a relatively small number of tokens 
(e.g. Fuller Medina 2005, 35 tokens; Romaine 1989, 77 tokens; Toribio et al. 2012, 
12 tokens; Wilson Vergara 2013, 62 tokens), the present quantitative analysis is 
based on 553 canonical BCVs extracted from the interviews.

In an effort to provide a more detailed breakdown of the types of lexical verbs 
in BCVs, verbs were coded according to categories/verb classes used in other vari-
ationist studies (e.g. Aaron 2010) rather than the stative/dynamic distinction used 
by Fuller Medina (2005). Thus, stativity is subsumed under verb type. For the anal-
ysis of stativity, all 553 occurrences were examined independently, as every BCV 
essentially occurs in possible variation with an English, Belizean Kriol and/or 
Spanish verb; thus, every BCV represents an instance where the speaker uses the 

(2a)  Danny siempre _______________________ de su novia en su wallet.

i. hace carry el small photograph 1      2 3     4 I don’t know
ii. hace carry la fotografía pequeña 1      2 3     4 I don’t know

iii. carried el small photograph 1      2 3     4 I don’t know
iv. lleva la small photograph 1      2 3     4 I don’t know

‘Danny always carries his girlfriend’s picture in his wallet.’

(2b)  Jaime dice que él no____________________.

i. espera to win el essay competition 1      2 3     4 I don’t know
ii. hace expect to win el essay competition 1      2 3     4 I don’t know
iii. espera hacer win el essay competition 1      2 3     4 I don’t know
iv. hace expect hacer win el essay competition

‘James says that he doesn’t expect to win the essay competition.’

1      2 3     4 I don’t know

Figure 1.  Sample items from the AJT
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bilingual structure over the English, Spanish or Kriol verb or near-equivalent ver-
bal form. However, for the analysis of frequency, following Fuller Medina (2005) 
and Wilson Vergara (2013), only the 299 different verb types (not the overall 553 
occurrences) were considered as the number of times that a verb was repeated has 
no bearing on the frequency of a specific verb. Verbs with multi-word equivalents 
(e.g. procrastinate, start over, volunteer) and verbs with Spanish reflexive equiva-
lents (e.g. fit in, get used to) were excluded from the frequency analysis as they con-
stitute a class of verbs whose Spanish equivalents and/or near-equivalents differ 
both morphologically and semantically. Results from AJT and the oral production 
data are provided in the following section.

5.	 Results

5.1	 Speakers’ intuitions: stativity and frequency in BCVs

Participants’ ratings of BCVs in stative vs non-stative transitives (both frequent 
and non-frequent) are summarized in Table 1. It is important to note that all par-
ticipant groups’ ratings fall within the acceptance rate. Therefore, all groups ac-
cepted BCVs with both stative and non-stative transitives. At the same time, BCVs 
were also accepted with frequent and infrequent transitives. Interestingly, whereas 
previous work reported a stativity and a frequency effect, we did not anticipate any 
effects as there should be no syntactic restriction on the stativity or frequency of 
the verb in order to switch with a BCV.

In order to examine stativity we compared transitive predicates that were 
stative vs transitive predicates that were non-stative. We included frequent and 
infrequent transitive predicates. For frequent transitive predicates, a 2 (stativity: 
stative vs non-stative) by 4 (speaker group: adolescent females, adolescent males, 
post-adolescent females, post-adolescent males) repeated measures ANOVA indi-
cated no main effect for stativity, a main effect for speaker group, and no interac-
tion. Male post-adolescent participants rated sentences significantly lower (M: 2.8, 
SD: .128) than high-school males (M: 3.5, SD: .176). For non-frequent transitive 
predicates, the same analysis was performed indicating no main effect for stativity, 
speaker group or stativity by speaker group interaction.

Therefore, our prediction that stativity would not be significant in the AJT 
bears out in our data. While in oral production speakers may be more sensitive to 
stativity in their CS, it is not due to the syntax of BCVs as the LV ‘hacer’ selects for 
a V of any type. It could be a general trait of CS and, thus, we would expect to find 
this stativity effect in CS dialects where instead of BCVs they use an English verb, 
an issue we leave for further research.
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As was the case with stativity, even though an effect has been reported in sponta-
neous oral production data, we predicted the syntax would not restrict BCVs due 
to frequency. Therefore, we anticipated all groups would exhibit no frequency ef-
fect. To test this hypothesis we compared frequent and infrequent transitive predi-
cates (both stative and non-stative).

The descriptive statistics indicated that overall all speaker groups accepted 
BCVs with both frequent and non-frequent transitives. We conducted two sepa-
rate 2 (frequency: high vs low frequency verbs) by 4 (speaker group) repeated-
measures ANOVAs; one for stative and one for non-stative transitives. Regarding 

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics for stativity and frequency in BCVs with transitive predicates
Descriptive statistics:
Stativity in BCVs

Stativity Speaker group Mean Std. 
Deviation

N

Non-Frequent transitives Non-Stative Adolescent females
Adolescent males
Post-adolescent females
Post-adolescent males
Total

3.55
3.41
3.00
3.13
3.21

0.33
0.53
0.79
0.72
0.67

  5
  8
10
15
38

Stative Adolescent females
Adolescent males
Post-adolescent females
Post-adolescent males
Total

3.40
3.44
2.88
3.02
3.12

0.29
0.42
0.66
0.45
0.53

  5
  8
10
15
38

Frequent transitives Non-Stative Adolescent females
Adolescent males
Post-adolescent females
Post-adolescent males
Total

3.15
3.47
2.88
2.78
3.00

0.65
0.56
0.69
0.44
0.61

  5
  8
10
15
38

Stative Adolescent females
Adolescent males
Post-adolescent females
Post-adolescent males
Total

3.50
2.56
2.93
2.82
3.09

0.47
0.35
0.68
0.53
0.61

  5
  8
10
15
38

Table 2.  Stativity in BCVs
ANOVA results:
Stativity

Main effect for stativity Main effect for speaker 
group

Stativity by speaker 
group interaction

Frequent transitives F(1,34)= 2.471,
p= .13,
partial η2 = .068

F(3, 34)= 4.421,
p=.01,
partial η2 =.281

F(3,34)= .586,
p=.63,
partial η2 =.049

Non-frequent 
transitives

F(1,34)= 1.175,
p=. 286,
partial η2 =.033

F(3, 34)= 1.882,
p=.151,
partial η2 = 0.142

F(3,34)= .235,
p= .87,
partial η2 =.020
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stative transitives, the analysis revealed no main effect for frequency (the effect 
size, however, was small), a main effect for speaker group and no frequency by 
speaker group interaction. Adolescent males rated BCVs with stative transitives 
significantly higher than post-adolescent males. With respect to non-stative tran-
sitives, no main effect for frequency, speaker group or frequency by speaker group 
interaction was found.

Table 3.  Frequency in BCVs
ANOVA results:
Frequency

Main effect for 
frequency

Main effect for speaker 
group

Frequency by speaker 
group interaction

Stative transitives F(1,34)= .059,
p= .81,
partial η2 = .002

F(3, 34)= 4.295,
p=.01,
partial η2 =.275

F(3,34)= 1.334,
p=.28,
partial η2 =.105

Non-stative transitives F(1,34)= 3.712,
p=. 06,
partial η2 =.098

F(3, 34)= 2.012,
p=.13,
partial η2 = 0.151

F(3,34)= 1.051,
p= .38,
partial η2 =.085

In summary, stativity and frequency were not significant variables in the accep-
tance of BCVs among Northern Belizean adolescent and post-adolescent males 
and females. All BCVs were accepted to the same rate with transitive predicates. 
We did find, however, that male adolescent speakers accepted sentences more 
than their post-adolescent counterparts, specifically in the stative vs non-stative 
contrast with frequent transitives and in the frequent vs. infrequent contrast with 
stative predicates.

5.2	 BCVs in control structures

For control sentences, participants were asked to rate four related sentences: one 
with no BCV (Spanish control verb with an English lexical verb), one with a BCV 
in the control verb (with an English lexical verb), a BCV in the main verb (with 
a Spanish control verb) or a double BCV (BCV in both control and main verbs). 
The descriptive statistics show that conditions with BCVs are within the accep-
tance rate while the condition without a BCV is not. The data also indicate that 
post-adolescent females rate BCVs lower than the other groups, while sentences 
without BCVs are rated lower by adolescent females.

In order to examine these comparisons, a 4 (sentence type: no BCV, BCV in 
the control verb, BCV in the main verb, and double BCV) by 4 (speaker group) 
repeated-measures ANOVA was performed, which revealed a main effect for 
sentence type, no main effect for speaker group and no sentence type by speaker 
group interaction (see Table 5). The Bonferroni post-hoc test revealed that sen-
tences with a BCV in the main verb and sentences with a double BCV were rated 
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significantly higher than sentences with a BCV in the control verb and these, in 
turn, were rated significantly higher than those without a BCV.

Table 5.  ANOVA results for sentence type in control structures
ANOVA results:
Sentence type

Main effect for sentence 
type

Main effect for 
speaker group

Sentence type by speak-
er group interaction

Control structures F(2.8,102)= 49.400, 
p= .00,
partial η2 = .592

F(3, 34)= 1.530, 
p=.23,
partial η2 =.119

F(8.3,102)= 1.402, 
p=.20,
partial η2 =.110

To conclude this section, speakers rated BCVs significantly higher than sentences 
with a switch into an English verb. Predicate type, stativity, and frequency did 
not restrict the use of BCVs. Lastly, control structures are rated higher when the 
Spanish control verb is followed by a BCV or when the BCV is used in both the 
control and main verbs.

Table 4.  Descriptive statistics for control structures
Descriptive statistics:
BCVs in control structures

Speaker group Mean Std. 
Deviation

N

No BCVs Adolescent females
Adolescent males
Post-adolescent females
Post-adolescent males
Total

1.45
1.75
1.80
1.80
1.74

0.60
0.45
0.55
0.51
0.51

  5
  8
10
15
38

BCV in the control verb Adolescent females
Adolescent males
Post-adolescent females
Post-adolescent males
Total

2.45
2.46
1.90
2.25
2.23

0.69
0.39
0.50
0.47
0.52

  5
  8
10
15
38

BCV in the lexical verb Adolescent females
Adolescent males
Post-adolescent females
Post-adolescent males
Total

2.95
3.03
2.75
3.02
2.94

0.33
0.41
0.58
0.49
0.48

  5
  8
10
15
38

Double BCV Adolescent females
Adolescent males
Post-adolescent females
Post-adolescent males
Total

2.90
3.03
2.45
2.58
2.68

0.38
0.39
0.80
0.51
0.59

  5
  8
10
15
38
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5.3	 BCVs in oral production: stativity

A total of 564 BCVs were extracted from the interviews, of which 98% were ca-
nonical ‘hacer + V’ forms whereas non-canonical forms comprised the remaining 
2%. Among the non-canonical forms were BCVs in stative passives as in (3), in 
perfective forms (4), and in control structures (5), innovative constructions which 
have not been reported elsewhere in the Spanish/English literature on bilingual 
LV structures.

	 (3)	 En Sixth Form, tas            hecho considered                  un adult	
		  In	 Sixth Form, be.2ndsg done	 considered.pastpart an	adult
		  “In Sixth Form, you are considered an adult.”

	 (4)	 Nunca he	 hecho	 witness	 un girls’ fight
		  Never	 have.1stsg do.pastpart witness.INF    a  girls’ fight
		  “I have never witnessed a girls’ fight.”

	 (5)	 Hay	 un program que	 hace	allow	 hacer	 chat
		  There is.3rdsg a	 program that does allow.inf do.inf chat.inf
		  “There is a program that allows chatting.”

Further analysis of the 553 canonical BCVs revealed that the LV construction oc-
curred with 299 different lexical verbs. The total number of phrasal verbs in the 
corpus accounted for 10% of the lexical verbs, in contrast with 7.5% in Fotiou’s 
(2012) Greek Cypriot/English corpus and less than 1% in Wilson Vergara’s (2013) 
New Mexican Spanish data. Even though their presence is higher than in other 
studies, phrasal verbs do not seem to comprise a significant portion of the type of 
lexical verbs that co-occur with the LV.

Consonant with the AJT data, stativity did not constrain the incorporation of 
stative verbs in BCVs (see Table 6). Stative verbs (e.g. hacer agree ‘to agree’, hacen 
keep ‘they keep’, hacemos need ‘we need’) accounted for less than 5% of the English 
lexical verbs. Strikingly, however, BCVs with psychological verbs (e.g. hacerlo ap-
preciate ‘to appreciate it’, hago feel ‘I feel’, hago realize ‘I realize’, haces understand 
‘you understand’, hago trust ‘I trust’) accounted for a considerably higher percent-
age of lexical verbs. Noteworthy is that given the overlap in argument structure 
between these two types of verbs, if we considered stative and psychological verbs 
along with perception verbs as a single class, as it is done in the variationist litera-
ture (e.g. Aaron 2010), they would account for 20% of the total number of lexical 
verbs.
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Table 6.  Lexical verb distribution in canonical BCVs
Verb Type Number of tokens %
Activity 156   28.2
Change of state 107   19.3
Psychological   82   14.8
Communication   55     9.9
Other   50     9.0
Stative   26     4.7
Intransitive motion   23     4.2
Exchange   22     4.0
Reverse psychological   16     2.9
Transitive motion   13     2.4
Perception     3     0.5
TOTAL 553 100.0

The data showed that there was a tendency for BCVs to primarily occur with activ-
ity verbs. When combined as the class of dynamic verbs, activity verbs (e.g. hacerlo 
carve ‘to carve it’, hacen clean ‘they clean’), intransitive motion verbs (e.g. haces gath-
er ‘you gather’, hago lay down ‘I lay down’) and transitive motion verbs (e.g. hacer 
knock on sus heels ‘to put on heels’, hacer park sus car ‘to park their car’) account for 
34.8% of lexical verbs. There was also a high rate of occurrence with change of state 
verbs (e.g. hizo decrease ‘it decreased’, hacer reinforce ‘to reinforce’, hacen shorten 
‘they shorten’, se hizo burst ‘it burst’), and ‘other’ lexical verbs, which were difficult 
to classify (e.g. portray, represent, allow, engage, etc.). Note, however, that if we 
combined change of state and ‘other’ verbs with reverse psychological predicates 
and the class of stative, psychological and perception verbs, which all lack clearly 
observable agentive action, this would account for more than 50% of lexical verbs.

Overall, the oral production data revealed that that there is no inherent feature 
in English lexical verbs that constrain their incorporation in BCVs. Though to 
varied degrees of frequency, BCVs were attested in transitive, intransitive, reflex-
ive, passive and control structures. They were also attested with different types of 
verbs. Although BCVs particularly occurred with activity verbs, they were also 
attested with stative, psychological and change of state verbs.

5.4	 BCVs in oral production: frequency

Also in line with the judgment data, the analysis of the oral production data fur-
ther demonstrated that frequency does not constrain the incorporation of BCVs 
(see Figure 2). Although BCVs were attested primarily with low frequency verbs 
(i.e. 64.1%), high frequency verbs accounted for 35.9% of the lexical verbs, which 
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is considerably higher than the percentage reported by Fuller Medina (i.e. 4.5%). 
A small percentage of low frequency verbs were highly infrequent (i.e. 9%), with 
less than 100 occurrences. On the other hand, 15% of the lexical verbs (not includ-
ed in the scatter chart) were highly frequent, exceeding 10,000 occurrences in the 
Davies Corpus. Thus, BCVs occurred with both highly infrequent verbs (e.g. hace 
garnish ‘to garnish’, hacen discriminate people ‘they discriminate people’, hacerles 
revoke sus licence ‘revoke their license’, hacemos socialize ‘we socialize’) and highly 
frequent lexical verbs (e.g. estan haciendo have fun ‘they are having fun’, hago speak 
my mind ‘I speak my mind’, hacer live ‘to live’, puedes hacer wear ‘you can wear’).

In order to ensure comparability, frequency was operationalized following 
Fuller Medina. It must be pointed out, however, that future studies can possibly 
determine it as Erker & Guy (2012, 530) did in their study on the effects of fre-
quency on variable subject expression. Instead of operationalizing frequency based 
on online corpora, frequency was based on the corpus being analyzed so that it 
“approximates the usage prevailing in the local speech community.” Such analy-
ses could potentially reveal interesting results that could either support or refute 
our present findings. Thus far, a primary challenge for researchers who investigate 
bilingualism is that frequency counts based on online corpora reflect monolin-
gual Spanish varieties rather than bilingual Spanish/English varieties (for further 
discussion on challenges on the quantification of frequency, see Erker and Guy 
2012). In particular, the case of ‘hacer + V’ is more difficult to analyze, as it is not 
the prototypical case of morphosyntactic variation. BCVs, especially in the case of 
NB, involve several varieties that evince phonological and grammatical overlaps; 
thus, determining whether the variant is present or not in the monolingual-like 
lexicon has to be examined on a case-by-case basis.
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Figure 2.  Frequency of lexical verbs in BCVs



	 Bilingual compound verbs	 257

6.	 Discussion

The primary goal of the current study was to determine whether stativity and/or 
verb frequency constrain the incorporation of BCVs. Overall, results showed that 
both adolescent and post-adolescent speakers accepted BCVs across conditions. 
Noteworthy is that the non-canonical ‘hacer + V + hacer + V’ was rated as accept-
able but to a lesser degree in comparison to canonical constructions. It may be that 
this innovation is still in its early stages of diffusion or that it is only employed by 
more prolific code-switchers. In the oral production data, BCVs were found in a 
variety of verbal contexts, revealing that there is no inherent feature in verbs which 
constrain the incorporation of BCVs as previously contended in variationist work. 
In line with Wilson Vergara’s (2013) suggestion, frequent code-mixing does seem 
to facilitate the conventionalization and grammaticalization of this construc-
tion. Thus, in the case of NB, where CS is pervasive and socially accepted (Balam 
2013a), BCVs may have further grammaticalized. In light of the current study’s 
findings, we would like to bring to the fore crucial aspects of the NB contact situ-
ation, which may help to explain the ubiquitous, creative use of BCVs; namely, 
speakers’ attitudes to their language varieties, the availability of a BCV model and 
the possible effects of creolization on CS innovations.

Consonant with Gardner-Chloros (1995, 2010) and Sebba (1998), we contend 
that CS phenomena are largely dependent on the historical and social nature of 
bilingualism/multilingualism in a given context. As Sebba (1998,7–8) aptly under-
scores, “the locus of congruence is the mind of the speaker, but community norms 
determine, by and large, the behavior of individual speakers.” Thus, although 
there are syntactic constraints, bilingual/multilingual speakers are able to not only 
“avoid the straitjacket of grammatical rules,” (Gardner-Chloros and Edwards 2004, 
108), but they can also build structural congruence in an effort to facilitate CS. 
Sebba explains that in the case of BCVs, code-switchers employ a neutralization 
strategy, where a “slot” for a congruent category is created as a means of avoiding 
non-congruent categories that would otherwise preclude a switch. In this case, the 
morpheme hacer ‘do/make’ is used as a way of resolving the switch incompatibility 
between the two languages. Thus, BCVs are a strategy code-switchers use to create 
a switch site and to maintain the rapid flow of effortless bilingual discourse. These 
switch sites seem to be malleable to change as they can accommodate intervening 
material such as fillers, quantifiers and adverbs (e.g. se hacen easily fall ‘they easily 
fall’, hago medio understand ‘kind of understand’, hacen mas try hace get along ‘they 
try to get along more’) and they can also be extended to other syntactic contexts.

An important social aspect of the NB contact situation is speakers’ atti-
tudes to CS and BK. Belizean Hispanic attitudes to BK were markedly negative 
in the colonial era (Koenig 1975, 1980). Efforts to revitalize the value of BK in 
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post-Independent Belize, however, particularly from the Belize Kriol Council, has 
led to a significant shift in speakers’ attitudes toward BK (Ravindranath 2009). 
In contrast to the U.S. context where CS is still largely ascribed a negative value 
(e.g. Anderson and Toribio 2007; Valdés, González, López García and Márquez 
2003), bilingual and trilingual language alternation in Belize is largely perceived 
as positive and representative of speakers’ ‘mixed’ identity. In a recent study on 
Hispanic Belizeans’ attitudes to their language varieties, Balam (2013a) found that 
adolescent and post-adolescent speakers exhibited pejorative attitudes to stan-
dard Spanish rather than CS and BK. In particular, post-adolescent speakers were 
positively predisposed to bilingual/trilingual CS, whereas adolescents exhibited 
a more positive predisposition to BK. If speakers have more positive attitudes to 
non-standard varieties, then more than likely, they will have positive attitudes to 
the use of syntactic innovations. We know that in situations where there are “flex-
ible identity boundaries” and lax parental and community attitudes to the use of 
non-standard innovative forms, there is a higher probability that innovative forms 
will spread across a multilingual community (Matras 2010, 72). Thus, speakers’ 
positive language attitudes to non-standard varieties may have licensed the ubiq-
uitous use of non-standard, innovative forms such as BCVs. However, research 
must be carried out to further understand speakers’ attitudes, across age groups, 
in relation to BCVs.

Also relevant to the foregoing discussion is the availability of a native BCV mod-
el. Recall that many of the predecessors of today’s trilingual speakers in Northern 
Belize were Spanish/Mayan bilinguals from Mexico. BCVs have been attested in 
Yucatan Spanish, the pre-contact variety of NBS (Suárez-Molina 1996). Examples 
of Yucatan Spanish/Mayan BCVs, still used in some rural areas in NB, are hacer 
chichís, ‘lulling a baby to sleep,’ hacer hich, ‘tie a knot tightly,’ hacer lit’í, ‘standing 
on toes,’ etc. It may be that in the advent of a rapid shift from Mayan/Spanish bi-
lingualism to Spanish/English bilingualism during the 1940s and thereafter in NB 
(Koenig 1975, 82), speakers of the current bilingual/trilingual generation adopted 
the pre-existing native ‘hacer + V’ model to devise even more innovative BCVs 
(e.g. ‘hacer + V + hacer + V’). We know that bilingual/multilingual speakers build 
on the available syntactic resources they have. For instance, in Bengali/English CS, 
speakers use an available model in monolingual Bengali complex verb forms to 
create innovative three-part bilingual complex verbs (Chatterjee 2012). It has also 
been established that across generations, BCVs further grammaticalize (for the 
case of yap- in Turkish/Dutch, see Backus 1996).

Lastly, the existence of CS alongside an English-based Creole as a lingua 
franca cannot be undermined. CS has traditionally been examined in isolation of 
Creoles, even though both outcomes are in many ways reflective of similar social 
experiences. More recently, the focus has been on differentiating CS from Creoles 
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or pidginization (Gardner-Chloros 2010). For example, Rodriguez-González and 
Parafita-Couto (2012) highlight different traits, such as the degree of morphologi-
cal simplification, which differentiate CS from pidgins and creoles. However, al-
though this analysis may be relevant to CS in the U.S., it is not easily applicable to 
situations where unlike the U.S., Spanish/English language alternation not only 
co-exists with a Creole, but enjoys relatively similar levels of prestige. The NB con-
tact situation embodies such linguistic interplay, and consequently, the thin line 
between Spanish/English CS and BK must be more cautiously considered.

As a non-classic code-switching context where there is extensive CS along-
side the pervasive use of BK, Belize certainly fits Gardner-Chloros’ description 
of contexts where there is “linguistically intense and constraint-defying forms of 
code-switching” (1995, 79). The seemingly constraint-free kinds of innovation 
present in NB beg us to question whether there is in some way a correlation be-
tween language alternation and BK in Belize. The concurrent development of NBS 
as a commonly used bilingual variety alongside BK as a nascent prestige variety 
in the last three to four decades may have also contributed to the ubiquitous use 
of BCVs. Le Page and Tabouret Keller (1985, 11) remind us that particularly in 
cases of creolization, language becomes a game wherein speakers are not only the 
players who invent the rules of the game (Brown 1958) but also act as the umpires 
as well. There is the possibility that the widespread acceptance and use of Belizean 
Kriol may have further licensed the creative use of linguistic structures.

Gardner-Chloros (2010, 198) maintains that “[BCVs] show features of cre-
olization, as they involve grammatical convergence and an analytic approach to 
vocabulary.” This ‘analytic approach’ is certainly evident in speakers’ skillful lexi-
cal and syntactic use of BCVs to succinctly express ideas (e.g. vamos a hace agree 
instead of vamos a ponernos de acuerdo ‘We will agree to meet’) and/or to add a 
markedly colloquial quality to their speech (e.g. Estaba haciendo run out de air 
‘He was running out of air’). Furthermore, Creole-like features are evident in NB 
code-switchers’ use of BCVs. Although a phonetic analysis of hacer ‘do/make’ falls 
outside the purview of this paper, noteworthy is that in the oral production data, 
a distinctive pattern was the consistent pronunciation of the LV with a word-final 
null rhotic. As Figure 3 illustrates, the word final tap in hacer is deleted. Thus, in 
vernacular speech, the uninflected LV in bilingual infinitive constructions is ac-
tually pronounced as asé. Note that whereas s-deletion is characteristic of many 
Spanish varieties (Hualde et al. 2010), r-deletion in verbal infinitives, has been 
particularly attested in Spanish Creoles and Afro-Hispanic varieties (Hualde et 
al. 2010; Lipski 2007). In this regard, NBS shares certain phonetic features that 
are closer to Spanish creoles than to Central American and/or Caribbean Spanish 
varieties.
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Noteworthy is that the use of asé has been attested as a preverbal habitual 
and frequentative marker in Palenquero, a Spanish-lexified Creole spoken in 
Colombia (Smith 2013). Although researchers disagree on the etymology of asé 
in Palenquero, in the case of NB, it is rather uncontroversial that asé is derived 
from hacer ‘do/make’, especially since there are no other LV variants used in NB 
code-mixed speech, as it does in other CS varieties where different light verbs are 
used to encode semantic nuances such as stativity or voice (cf. Muysken 2000, 212)

There is no doubt bilingual/multilingual speakers maximize their linguistic 
resources and capitalize on grammatical parsimony (Matras 2010: 83; Toribio 
2004), and this may be more prominent in situations of linguistic convergence, 
as is the case of Belize (Hagerty 1996). The creative ability to build congruence 
can be instantiated and exploited, given the appropriate circumstances, in cases of 
nascent Creoles, emerging Creoloid phenomena and intensive language alterna-
tion.2 Although BCVs may seem superfluous and more morphologically complex, 
they are actually an example of ‘adaptive simplification’, in the sense of Otheguy 
and Lapidus (2003), where speakers no longer have to deal with phonologically-
driven exceptions to the Spanish inflectional system, but rather, their focus lies 
only on inflecting the LV. Thus, the Spanish verbal paradigm from this perspective 
is used more parsimoniously. BCVs are a strategic means of maximizing lexical 
resources in a bilingual/multilingual speakers’ repertoire. In BCVs, the incorpora-
tion of phrasal verbs and verbs that lack equivalents are instantiations whereby, in 

2.  We adopt Platt’s (1975) definition of a Creoloid, which refers to a variety with Creole features 
but which did not develop from a pidgin.

5000

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y 
(H

z)

Time (s)

0

0 2.154

chimneyelthroughdowncomeasédeTrayó

Figure 3.  Creoloid asé ‘do/make’ in NB code-switching
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Sebba’s (1998, 8) terms, speakers establish “common ground” despite the semantic 
and syntactic incongruences that may exist in the verbal systems of the language 
varieties.

7.	 Conclusion

The current study showed that in NB, BCVs are not constrained by stativity or 
frequency. We have pointed out concomitant factors that may help to account for 
the ubiquitous use of BCVs in NB. Following the works of Le Page and Tabouret-
Keller (1985), Sebba (1998, 2009) and Gardner-Chloros (1995, 2010), the current 
study postulates that Hispanic Belizean code-switchers’ ubiquitous and creative 
use of BCVs can be accounted by speakers’ positive language attitudes to CS and 
BK, the availability of a pre-existing BCV model and their creative ability to ex-
ploit their rich linguistic NBS/English/BK repertoire. Although this study makes 
a novel contribution by examining data from an understudied contact situation, a 
limitation was the small sample examined. Also important in future investigation 
is the consideration of alternative ways to operationalize frequency. The current 
study opens an avenue for further research on interrelated social and linguistic 
phenomena related to BCVs in NB. For instance, a more thorough analysis of 
the clausal and sentential contexts in which BCVs occur could enlighten us as to 
how congruence is created at more syntactically complex levels. Most importantly, 
more in-depth, cross-regional investigation of social factors must be carried out 
(e.g. NB versus New Mexico), as this kind of comparative research will provide 
a more lucid, global understanding of how bilinguals/multilinguals manipulate 
their linguistic repertoire vis-à-vis the sociolinguistic atmosphere in which they 
are found.
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