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This meta-synthesis study aims to reveal the types of bilingualism in Turkey by interpreting the
quantitative data and findings obtained from studies on bilingualism types. In the light of the
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written on bilingualism in the “Turkish Higher Education Institution Thesis Center database”.
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INTRODUCTION

Language, which is also our identity, enables us to understand
ourselves. While it gives meaning to life, it is a status deter-
minant for some communities. Individuals have moved to
various regions where different languages have been spoken
throughout history. Such elements like natural events, wars,
sometimes the thought of living a better life, and sometimes
the desire to live in a new place have caused people to migrate.
People who have to communicate have adapted to the place
they live in. Therefore, individuals learned the language of the
region they went to. People who try to keep their own lan-
guage alive in the places they visit have learned the region’s
language and inevitably turned into bilingual individuals. This
situation has made it inevitable for bilingual and even multi-
lingual individuals to emerge in most parts of the world.

It is widely acknowledged that in our increasingly inter-
connected world, borders and distances have become less
significant. According to Grosjean (2010), over 50% of the
global population is bilingual, revealing that the majority
of countries are proficient in at least two languages. This
situation has made bilingualism a subject of curiosity and
has led to many studies in this field. Almost every subject
has been researched on the phenomenon of bilingualism in
world literature. The variability in spoken languages among
individuals can be attributed to a variety of factors, includ-
ing political, natural, religious, cultural, economic, educa-
tional, and technological influences. It can also be a personal
choice to speak multiple languages in one’s natural setting
(Wei, 2000, pp. 3-5). In addition, there are approximately
7,097 living languages today (Ethnologue: Languages of the
World, 2019).
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Furthermore, in regions such as Asia and Africa, where
it is common for an individual to speak more than one lan-
guage, the rate of bilinguals is relatively higher (Grosjean,
2013). Likewise, Turkey, as a bridge between Europe and
Asia, contains various diverse ethnolinguistic communities.
Expectedly, the number of bilinguals and even multilin-
gual are pretty high. However, studies on bilingualism and
its types in Turkey are limited, despite such ethnolinguis-
tic diversity. Such studies are thought to set an example for
bilingual children in Turkey to have a healthy process and
become highly literate in both languages.

Bilingualism and the Ethnolinguistic Diversity of
Turkey

The word “Bilingualism”, which is the English equivalent
of the word bilingualism, is formed by the combination
of the words “bi” in Latin and “lingualism” in linguis-
tics (Cengiz 2009, 192). The word equivalents of this
concept in the Western languages is “Bilingualism” in
English, “Bilinguisme” in French, and “Zweisprachigkeit
(Bilingualitit, Bilingualismus)” in German (Orug 2016,
284). “Bilingualism is the regular use of two or more lan-
guages (or dialects), and bilinguals are those people who
use two or more languages (or dialects) in their every-
day lives” Grosjean (2008, p. 10). Also, Diebold (1964)
proposed “incipient bilingualism” stating that a person
cannot produce meaningful utterances. Thus, Diebold
characterized the initial stages of contact between two
languages. On the other hand, Weinreich (as cited in
Mackey 1970, 51-85) offers a definition that includes the
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alternative use of two languages in his article “Definition

of bilingualism™:
If we are to study the phenomenon of bilingualism,
we have to think of it as something purely relative.
Moreover, we must include the use of any language, not
just two. Therefore, we will accept bilingualism as the
alternative use of two or more languages by the same
person (Mackey, 1970, p. 555).

Bilingualism is a complex concept that lacks a universal-
ly applicable definition. Its different situations and contexts
have made it a subject of study across various fields, which
has led to many methodological challenges. The literature
on bilingualism is riddled with different criteria for defining
it, such as fluency, language proficiency, and language use,
among others. These criteria differ from one researcher to
another, making it difficult to draw conclusive results even
when studying the same research group.

Considering the status of bilingualism and the ethnolin-
guistic diversity of Turkey, Turkey is a country where many
languages are spoken due to its cosmopolitan structure. After
the establishment of the Republic of Turkey, the number of
members of different language-speaking communities was
classified based on the languages they spoke through cen-
suses from 1927 to 1965. The number of people in terms of
mother tongue is as follows in Table 1.

Karahan (2005), providing information about the de-
mographic structure of bilinguals in Turkey by citing the
General Population Census given in Table 1, acknowl-
edged demographic information about the languages spo-
ken in Turkey in his study called “Bilingualism in Turkey”.
According to his research, it is possible to find traces of bi-
lingualism in the conduct of political, commercial, military,

and religious affairs since the ancient times of Anatolia.
In Turkey, a significant portion of the population, specif-
ically 20%, are bilingual individuals who have a different
mother tongue than Turkish (General census 1969; cited in
Karahan 2005).

According to a study (Konda 2006, p. 19), the main eth-
nic identities in Turkey are as follows: Turkish 78.1%; lo-
cal identities (those who define themselves as Manav, Laz,
Turkmen, Yoriik, Anatolian Turkish tribes and those who
identify with their region names) 1.5%; Asian Turk 0.1%;
0.3% of Caucasian origin; 0.2% of Balkan origin; immigrant
0.4%; Kurdish 13.4%; Arab 0.7%; Roma 0.1%; 0.07% from
other countries. In addition, the proportions of the mother
tongue they speak are as follows: Turkish 84.54%; Kurdish/
Kurmanji 11.97%; Zazaki 1.01%; Arabic 1.38%; Armenian
0.07%; Greek 0.06%; Hebrew 0.01%; only 0.12%; Circassian
0.11%; Coptic 0.01%. It is known that families from differ-
ent cultures maintain their mother tongue in Turkey, which
has a cosmopolitan structure.

Individuals of Kurdish origin living in eastern Turkey
actively use their mother tongue Kurdish. Also, Arabic,
Greek, Bulgarian, Greek, Laz, Bosnian, etc. languages are
among the main languages still spoken today. Turkey is re-
nowned for being the home to many languages, which has
resulted in a significant number of bilingual and multilingual
individuals.

METHOD

This study is a meta-synthesis of qualitative studies on types
of bilingualism in Turkey. The method suggested by Timulak
(2009) was adopted for the data analysis, and a descriptive/
interpretive analysis was carried out. Timulak (2007, 2009)

Table 1. Distribution of human population speaking different mother tongues in turkey

Mother-tongue  Total population Mother-tongue  Total population

Muslim Minority  Turkish 28,438,818 Latin Languages French 3,302
Abaza 4,563 Spanish 2,791
Persian 948 Italian Romanian 2,926 406
Arabic 365,340 Anglo-Sakson Languages German 4,901
Albanian 12,832 Dutch 366
Bosnian 17,627 English 27,841
Caucasian 58,339 Slavic Languages Russian 1,088
Georgian 34,330 Serbian 6,599
Kurdish 2,219,502 Bulgarian 4,088
Kirman 45 Slavic Languages Czechoslovakian 168
Kirdash 42 Croatian 45
Laz 26,007 Swedish 292
Pomak 23,138 Polish 110
Zaza 1,506

Other Minority Armenian 33,094
Jewish 9,981
Hellenic 48,096 Other Languages 42,290

Total 31,391421

Source: State Institute of Statistics, 1969
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Figure 1. Meta-synthesis studies process steps

states that the basic idea behind meta-synthesis studies is to
develop a more comprehensive, comparative perspective on
the subject studied. Meta-synthesis studies are (Aspfors and
Fransson 2015; Staneva, Bogossian and Wittkowski 2015;
Campbell, Pound, Morgan, Daker-White, Britten, Pill and
Donovan 2011; Thomas and Harden 2008; Sandelowski
and Barroso 2007; Noblit et al. Hare 1988), it is seen that
the researchers followed similar process steps with minor
differences.

Within the scope of this research, the data collected on
bilingualism were synthesized and reported by following
the steps of meta-synthesis. The steps of the meta-synthesis
comprising the research method are shown in Figure 1.

Data Collection Tool & Analysis

The research database consists of studies on the types of
bilingualism in Turkey in the literature. The collected data
were analyzed by following the steps of the meta-synthesis
research in Figure 1. The fifth and sixth steps work in a
cyclical process. All the statistical analyses were applied
with SPSS. In particular, descriptive statistics were used
for the percentages and frequencies of the quantitative
data. The data were evaluated and reported in the findings
section. In the conclusion part of the research, inferences
were made about the types and classification of bilingual-
ism in Turkey due to quantitative and qualitative data
synthesis.

Determination of classification criteria for bilingualism
types

Bilingualism types identified in selected articles were
categorized according to Kara and Sthanlioglws (2019)
Bilingualism Classification Models and stated in Table 2.

Followingly, we investigated different hypotheses on
bilingualism across previously published studies in Turkey.
The data obtained are reported in the findings section.
Finally, the data synthesized from the findings are presented
in the conclusion section.

Table 3 presents the inclusion and exclusion criteria ap-
plied to the literature review. Also included studies were
given in detail in Table 3. The reviewed studies were eval-
uated based on these criteria. The detailed flow regarding

Table 2. Classification criteria for bilingualism types

Bilingualism Classification Models

Age of acquisition

Acquiring languages at different/same times
Cognitive organization

Bilingual skill level

Status of the two languages

Table 3. Inclusion and exclusion criteria applied to the
literature search

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Qualitative studies focusing on
Main subject: Types of Bilingualism  Journal not accessible
in Turkey. online

Related fields: Language
acquisition, Language education,
Linguistics. Psychology, Sociology,

Study not focused on the
features of the types of
bilingualism
Keywords: language acquisition;

language education; linguistics;

mother tongue; code-switching;

language loss; psychology,

sociology; language teaching;

preschool education; preschool

children; Turkish; foreign language

education; foreign language

teaching; and bilingualism

Thesis presentations, review
articles; official reports,
book reviews; theoretical
articles, Duplicate

publications

Titles: Types of Bilingualism in Irrelevant titles

Turkey,

Participants: Bilingual individuals
in Turkey,

Monolingual and
multilingual individuals

Study conducted outside
of the Turkey

Geography: Study was conducted in
Turkey

Studies in all other
languages

Languages: Written in English,
Turkish and French

the determination process of the studies included in the me-
ta-synthesis is presented in Figure 2.
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Table 6. Frequencies of classification criteria of
bilingualism

Criteria
N Percent
Classification criteria of bilingualism

age of acquisition 18.2
acquiring languages at different/same 2 9.1
times
cognitive organization 4 18.2
bilingual skill level 36.4
status of the two languages 4 18.2
Total 5 22 100

language pair investigated was Turkish-Kurdish, with a
rate of 20.0%, as eight of the total 22 theses consisted of
it. The Turkish-Arabic bilingual pair was included in 6 the-
ses and is the second most addressed bilingual pair with a
rate of 15.0%. The Turkish-English bilingual pair was ob-
served in 4 theses and is the third most cited bilingual pair
with a rate of 10.0%. Turkish-German, Turkish-Zazaki,
and Turkish-French were mentioned three times and had
a rate of 7.5%.

The classification of bilingualism is presented in Table 6,
outlining the specific criteria used for this designation. Five
different bilingualism classification criteria were determined
in 22 selected theses. The most used criterion in classifying
bilingualism is bilingual skill level. Bilingual skill level is
the most used bilingual classification criterion in the 22 the-
ses and has a rate of 18.2%. The second most used criteria in
classifying bilingualism are the age of acquisition, cognitive
organization, and status of the two languages. These three
criteria have a rate of 18.2% among 22 theses. Acquiring lan-
guages at different/same times is another bilingual classifica-
tion criterion with a rate of 9.1%. Table 7 shows a descriptive
frequency analysis of the types of bilingualism identified in
the 22 theses.

As seen in Table 7, 28 types of bilingualism were identi-
fied among the 22 theses analyzed. The most addressed type
of bilingualism in 22 theses was balanced and productive
bilingualism with 9.0%. The second most addressed type of
bilingualism in 22 theses was dominant bilingualism, with a
rate of 7.7%. The third most addressed type of bilingualism
is receptive bilingualism, with 6.4%. Passive, folk, and in-
dividual bilingual types were mentioned 4 times, and their
rate was 5.1%.

RESULT

This study investigated the types of bilingualism and clas-
sification criteria in Turkey with an aim to reveal the types
of bilingualism and classification criteria. In this research,
63 theses were selected. After the inclusion and exclusion
process, 22 theses were included in the research. The theses
included in the research were analyzed in detail, and the data
obtained were reported in the findings section.

Based on the integration of qualitative and quantita-
tive data, the analysis of the “Turkish Higher Education

Table 7. Percentages of types of bilingualism mentioned
in the study

Types
N Percent
balanced 7 9.0
dominant 6 7.7
productive 7 9.0
simultaneous 2 2.6
consecutive 2 2.6
late 2 2.6
early 1 1.3
folk 4 5.1
semilingualism 3 3.8
receptive 5 6.4
unbalanced 2 2.6
symmetric 2 2.6
asymmetric 2 2.6
passive 4 5.1
childhood 2 2.6
mature 2 2.6
adult 2 2.6
additive 2 2.6
subtractive 2 2.6
social 3 3.8
individual 4 5.1
psychological 3 3.8
compound 3 3.8
coordinated 3 3.8
cultural 1 1.3
natural 1 1.3
sequential 1 1.3
Total 28 78 100.0

Institution Thesis Center database” reveals the existence of
28 distinct types of bilingualism as identified in various the-
ses on the subject. The identified 28 bilingual species were
categorized according to 5 classification criteria. Types and
the classification criteria of the bilingualism seen in Turkey
can be listed as follows;

As shown in Table 8, there is diversity concerning bilin-
gualism types in Turkey. In addition, bilingual individuals
in Turkey are categorized according to 5 different classi-
fication criteria. These criteria are the age of acquisition,
acquiring languages at different/same times, cognitive or-
ganization, bilingual skill level, and status of the two lan-
guages. The types of bilingualism in Turkey are mostly
classified according to the bilingual skill level criterion; the
second most used criteria in classifying bilingualism are
the age of acquisition, cognitive organization, and status
of the two languages. Due to its geographical location and
ethnolinguistic features, it is natural that the types of bilin-
gualism in Turkey show such diversity. We also understand
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Table 8. Types and the classification criteria of the bilingualism seen in turkey

The Classification Criteria

Age of Acquiring languages at Cognitive Bilingual skill Status of the
acquisition different/same times organization level two languages
Types of late simultaneous social balanced folk
bilingualism early consecutive individual dominant additive
childhood sequential psychological productive subtractive
mature compound semilingualism natural
adult coordinated receptive elite
unbalanced cultural
symmetric
asymmetric
passive

this diversity in the number of bilingual pairs analyzed be-
fore the synthesis process.

Another result of the research is bilingual pair, which
is the focus of studies on bilingualism in Turkey. Turkish-
Kurdish bilingual pair is the most addressed bilingual pair
with a rate of 20.0%. Turkish-Arabic bilingual pair is includ-
ed in 6 theses and is the second most addressed bilingual pair
with a rate15.0%.

To summarize, Turkey’s research on bilingualism is still
in its early stages compared to other countries. Due to its
ethnic structure, Turkey is suitable for research on bilin-
gualism and has the necessary potential for this. However,
more research and analysis are required in the bilingual field.
Bilingualism, which is quite complex, can be associated with
many issues due to its dynamic nature. Moreover, it is a field
open to interdisciplinary work. Such studies are thought to
set an example for bilingual children in Turkey to have a
healthy process and become proficient in both languages. It
is thought that this meta-synthesis research is vital in terms
of shedding light on the studies to be conducted in the field
of bilingualism in our country.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Bilingualism (Marian and Shook, 2012) has been consid-
ered one of the most important facts of many countries in
the world. The current state of research on bilingualism in
Turkey reveals a lack of quantity in comparison to other
areas of study. Existing studies in Turkey are also mainly
related to Turkish bilinguals living abroad. The literature
provides information about bilingual students living in
Turkey in specific regions. However, the status of bilingual
students living in the western regions of Turkey, except for
the Eastern and Southeastern Anatolian Regions, is often not
on the agenda. In other words, in Istanbul (17.5%) where
bilingual students predominantly live (Konda, 2006), no
significant findings have been found that these students still
have serious problems. Research has been done on almost
every subject on bilingualism globally; however, studies on
the types and characteristics of bilingualism in Turkey are
not sufficient. Today, there are as many bilingual or multilin-
gual children as the ones that are growing up in monolingual

environments. As a result of innovations in the education
system worldwide and the increasing need for people to re-
locate, bilingual immersion is expected to continue. In this
context, much more research and knowledge in the field will
be needed to improve bilingual children’s literacy.

The current investigation is focused on revealing the
types of bilingualism in Turkey. One of the complex issues
related to bilingualism is defining types and classification
of bilingualism. Karahan (2005) provided a comprehensive
view of bilingualism in Turkey in terms of elitist and folk
bilingualism. In her study, she presented a historical point
of view for Turkish bilingual’s types, and she regarded the
types of bilingualism at the societal level as elitist and folk
bilingualism. Kesmez (2015) classifies bilingualism into
two categories: social and individual. Kesmez argues that
Zaza-Turkish bilingual individuals in Turkey are more si-
multaneous and early sequential bilinguals. Buran (2010),
emphasized that the mother tongue of approximately 90%
of Turkey’s population is Turkish and that the population is
primarily monolingual.

Studies on bilingualism types in Turkey contain differ-
ent interpretations of the definition and classification of bi-
lingualism. The phenomenon of bilingualism in Turkey is
presented in a narrow framework in line with the different
approaches in the literature. We can attribute this situation
to the complex nature of the bilingualism phenomenon.
The multifaceted nature of bilingualism cannot be reduced
to a single dimension, as it is influenced by a multitude of
factors. For example, experts have made classifications ac-
cording to different elements for the types of bilingualism.
Therefore, we aimed to focus on the types of bilingualism
and the classification criteria of these types in studies on bi-
lingualism in Turkey. Some linguists are generally bilingual;
while others classify them according to the level of fluency
and proficiency in spoken languages, while others do so in
terms of age, context, or the way languages are acquired, the
time the second language is introduced, and the fluency of
the skills in that language. This situation has made it difficult
to put forward a standard definition of bilingualism that is
commonly accepted. Therefore, if we are going to examine
the phenomenon of bilingualism, we need to think that it is
a relative field.
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This research aimed to create a general framework for the
types of bilingualism in Turkey. We observed the types and
classification of bilingualism. Most of these are the incon-
sistency of terms in the literature. From this point of view,
concepts and terms can be researched in detail to shed light
on studies on bilingualism in Turkey. In addition, there is
another deficiency in carrying out applied and experimental
research with bilingual individuals in Turkey. Finally, it is
thought that experimental studies to be carried out with bi-
lingual individuals can make the nature of bilingualism clear.
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