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1. Introduction 
 
 Lexical borrowing is a common result of language contact (Winford 2003). In the case of 
Spanish in the United States, numerous studies have established the widespread use of 
English-origin loanwords, popularly referred to as anglicismos or Spanglish words (Lipski 2008). 
Most studies, however, have focused on determining the status of loanwords as either 
borrowings or single-word code switches (Aaron 2014; Cacoullos & Aaron 2003), or on the 
factors that encourage borrowing in the first place (Mrak 2011; Shin 2010; Ortigosa 2009; 
Smead 1998). The present study seeks to extend the literature on English loanwords in U.S. 
Spanish by examining the attitudes towards integrated borrowings by Spanish-speakers in a 
newly forming contact situation in the southeastern United States.  

While Spanish has a long history in the United States, the widespread presence of this 
language in NC and elsewhere throughout the Southeast is a relatively recent phenomenon. As 
a point of departure for examining how Spanish and English interact in this newly bilingual 
environment, we examine the results of a linguistic survey administered to over 500 Spanish 
speakers residing in North Carolina (NC), which has one of the fastest growing Hispanic 
populations in the country (Pew Hispanic Center 2011). This survey, based on the innovative, 
large undergraduate class linguistic research detailed in Van Herk, DeDecker & Thorburn 
(2014)i, examines attitudes towards English loanwords. Our results show that the attitudes of 
Spanish-speakers in NC differ based on the type of loanword or its most common domain(s) of 
use, as well as on social factors such as the age, gender, country of origin, and education level 
of the speaker.  
 
2. Spanish in North Carolina 

The southeastern United States has experienced a boom in Hispanic immigration since 
the early 1990s. NC in particular has experienced one of the largest increases in Hispanic 
population, with over 111% growth during the 2000’s (Pew Hispanic Center 2011). As of the 
2010 census, NC had the 11th largest Hispanic population in the country, with more than 
800,000 residents, accounting for over 8% of the total population (U.S. Census Bureau). At the 
same time, the NC Hispanic population is quite varied - NC ranks 5th in the country in the 
number of foreign-born Hispanics (47%), while at the same time, U.S. born Hispanics 
outnumber immigrants (53%) (Pew Hispanic Center 2011).  
 NC Hispanics also represent many countries of origin. Over half (61%) are from Mexico, 
with other small, but important, groups comprising the rest (13% from Central America, 9% from 
Puerto Rico, and 2% from Colombia, among others) (U.S. Census Bureau). The particular 
context in NC allows researchers to examine the initial stages in the formation of bilingual 
communities, in ways that are no longer possible in regions with more established Hispanic 
populations (NYC, California, Chicago, Miami), where the bulk of research on U.S. Spanish has 
been focused.   
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 Although there has been substantial research on Spanish-English contact the Southeast, 
most of the investigations have been from the point of view of English sociolinguistics - that is, 
the effects of language contact on the English of immigrants and heritage speakers (see 
Wolfram, Kohn & Callahan-Price 2011 for an overview). The present results are one part of a 
larger project to study the effects of language/dialect contact on the Spanish of NC Hispanics.   
 
3. English loanwords in U.S. Spanish 

In situations of language contact, lexical borrowing is one of the first phenomena to 
occur, as the adoption of loanwords does not necessarily require competence in the source 
language. In cases where immigrant groups form bilingual communities in a new locale, 
borrowing from the more prestigious national or regional language is often pervasive, as in the 
case of Hispanic immigrants in the United States (see Winford 2003 for an overview). Initially, 
the most common loanwords may include cultural borrowings, which refer to new concepts in 
the dominant culture (Myers-Scotton 2002). An example from the present data is lonche ‘lunch’, 
which as Lipski (2003) notes, refers not to the extended, biggest meal of the day (almuerzo), 
traditionally eaten at home in Latin American countries, but instead to the quick lunch break 
common in U.S. contexts. Given sufficiently intense contact, other, less culturally specific terms 
may also be borrowed.  
 Sociolinguistic factors, such as the relative prestige of the two languages (and 
communities) in contact, processes of linguistic accommodation, and language ideology and 
loyalty, are often the deciding factors in determining the amount and type of borrowing (Winford 
2003). For example, Poplack, Sankoff & Miller (1988) show that local community norms and 
prestige are the strongest determining factors in loanword adoption among French-English 
bilinguals in Ottawa/Hull Canada. Particularly relevant to English loanwords in U.S. Spanish is 
the construction and expression of in-group identity through the use of borrowings and code-
switches (Montes-Alcalá 2000). Just as codeswitching can serve to mark speakers as part of a 
dual-identity community of bilinguals, the incorporation of English loanwords can serve to 
identify the speaker as belonging to a community of U.S. Spanish-speakers, different from 
recent immigrants and from monolingual Anglos.  
 Lexical borrowings can be categorized based on the relationship between the loanword 
and the receiving language. For example, a word such as troca "(pickup) truck" (Span. 
camionetaii), based on English "truck", has no equivalent in monolingual Spanish, and therefore 
is a case of a "pure loanword" (Winford 2003, 45). Other examples from the present study would 
be marqueta "market" (Span. mercado), and lonche "lunch" (Span. almuerzo).  

Another important category of loanwords is semantic extensions, when an existing word 
in monolingual varieties of the language acquires a new meaning based on a similar word in the 
contact language (Escobar & Potowski 2015, 131). A clear example in the present study is 
aplicación with the meaning of "job application" (Span. solicitud). In monolingual Spanish, 
aplicación is used in the English sense of “an act of putting to use” or “an act of administering or 
superimposing”iii, a meaning shared by English "application". Spanish aplicación, then, is more 
restricted semantically than its English counterpart. This overlap in semantics, the virtually 
identical form in the two languages, and the ubiquity of the term in the U.S. economy, result in a 
false cognate being turned into a true cognate for some speakers of NC Spanish. The extension 
of monolingual Spanish atender from "to attend to X" to the English "to go to and be present" 



 3 

(Span. asistir) is another such case. Semantic extensions can also arise without an overlap in 
definition between the two languages in contact, such as carpeta (“carpet”, Span. alfombra), 
which in monolingual Spanish means "folder"; or yarda from English "yard" - i.e. the green 
space surrounding a house (Span. jardín), which in monolingual Spanish refers to the unit of 
measurement.  
 Finally, calques imitating the donor language structure are another common type of loan, 
and are often conceptualized as "translations" from the donor language into the receiving 
language (Winford 2003). Otheguy (2011, 511) demonstrates that many cases that at first 
appear to be direct translations are actually examples of "conceptual convergence", where it is 
not the grammar or morphology of the source language that is translated, but rather the 
concept. A prototypical example of conceptual convergence is the case of te llamo para atrás 
"I'll call you back" (Span. te vuelvo a llamar), where the monolingual Spanish conceptualization 
involves returning a call (volver), while the English conceptualization is one of calling back 
(atrás). Importantly, as Otheguy (2011) makes clear, the grammar of te llamo para atrás 
remains Spanish, with a prepositional phrase headed by para, rather than the adverbial "back" 
in the English. 
 
4. Research questions and methodology 
 This study aims to answer the following research questions: 

1. What is the rate of acceptance/positive attitudes towards integrated loanwords in NC 
Spanish?  

2. Does loanword acceptance correlate with linguistic (particular loanword) and social (age, 
gender, level of education, country of origin, and generation) factors?  
Data for this study were collected with a brief survey on Spanish in NC, based in large 

part on Van Herk et al.’s (2014) survey of Newfoundland/Labrador lexical items, and adapted to 
the bilingual context. Again, following Van Herk’s (2008) methodology for large-scale, class-
based undergraduate research projects, over 500 surveys were distributed by undergraduate 
students in the first author’s courses on Spanish in the U.S. Each student was required to 
collect at least 10 surveys, with a minimum of five collected via paper surveys, to avoid a 
possible technology/age bias in the data. The remaining surveys could be collected on-line via a 
Google Forms survey. The survey contained three sections, including language use in NC, 
pronouns of address, and loanwords, along with a short biographical questionnaire. Only the 
loanword section will be addressed here. Ten loanwords were chosen for the survey, based on 
both popular and academic accounts of U.S. Spanish (see Table 1). Closely following Van Herk 
et al. (2014), participants were asked to indicate whether they say a particular loanword, and the 
frequency with which they heard the loanword in NC on a five-point scale, regardless of whether 
or not they say the word themselves. Finally, participants were asked to indicate who uses the 
word, and in what context, where possible.  

Surveys of this type can lead to misinterpretations, as participants may answer what 
they think is correct rather than what they actually say. These results are not meant to supplant 
conversational analysis, but instead are taken as a participant’s acceptance or openness to that 
loanword. All results will be interpreted in that light.  

Statistical analysis was carried out with GoldVarb Lion (Sankoff, Tagliamonte & Smith 
2012). Goldvarb was chosen primarily for the slash (/) function that permits data to be excluded 
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from one factor group while still being included in the remaining factor groups (Tagliamonte 
2006, 180-181). This function is particularly valuable with survey data, where participants may 
not always completely fill out the survey. For example, if a participant left their age blank, but 
filled out the entire rest of the survey, the completed portion of the survey could still be 
analyzed, with that survey excluded only from the participant age factor group. The binary 
dependent variable was whether participants’ stated that they say a loanword or not (yes/no). A 
yes answer was taken to mean more acceptance of and positive attitudes towards a loanword. 
Independent variables were the individual loanwords, the country of origin of the participant (or 
their family), participant age (18-30, 31-49, 50+), gender, education level (elementary, middle, 
high school, university), generation (heritage born in the U.S., immigrant), and length of 
residence in the U.S. (LOR - for immigrants only). After excluding surveys with participants that 
were not native/heritage speakers of Spanish or that lived outside of NC, 495 surveys were 
included in the final analysis, for a total of more than 4600 individual tokens.  
 
5. Results 
 

Results of the Goldvarb analysis for the loanword data are found in Table 1, ranked by 
order of selection in the step up/down analysis. A factor weight over 0.5 favors “Yes, I say this” 
on the survey. The strongest factor is the loanwords themselves, which are grouped into three 
general levels of acceptance, as seen In Figure 1.  

 
Figure 1. Percent responding “Yes, I say this” for each loanword. 
 

The top two loanwords, aplicación (job application) and parquear (to park), are accepted 
by a majority of participants, at 77% and 70% “yes” respectively. As noted previously, aplicación 
is an example of a semantic extension, and the existence of a partial cognate in Spanish, 
facilitated by the heavy Romance influence in English vocabulary (Peñalosa 1980, 57), likely 
plays an important role in the diffusion of the word into NC Spanish. The other widely accepted 
term, parquear, is a term that not only exists in NC Spanish, but is also widely used in many 
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parts of the Spanish-speaking world in a variety of forms (cf. parqueo a parking lot), in 
competition with Span. estacionar. The result of the widespread distribution of this and related 
words in many Spanish-speaking countries is that many speakers may not even consider 
parquear to be an English loanword. 
 The next six loanwords all hover between 40-50% acceptance. These include several 
loanwords that may be most often related to certain jobs (landscaping, construction), such as 
troca, carpeta, yarda, and lonche. The remaining two words represent different cases. Atender 
is another semantic extension that, at present, does not enjoy the same level of acceptance as 
aplicación, although as we will see below, is on the rise. The final expression in this group, te 
llamo para atrás, is accepted at 40%. 
 The final two words, wáchale and marqueta, are rejected by a large majority of the 
participants - they neither admit to saying them or to hearing them on a regular basis. Wáchale 
(“watch out; be careful”; Span. ten cuidado) is a hybrid form, composed of the English root 
wa(t)ch, the Spanish second person singular imperative verbal ending -a, and the intensifier -le, 
primarily found in Mexican Spanish (cf. ándale “come on; let’s go; OK) (Torres Cacoullos 2002). 
The least accepted form on the survey is marqueta. Some participants indicated that marqueta 
is a common term in other parts of the U.S. (specifically California), but that it is not widely used 
in NC Spanish.  

Region of origin was the second highest ranked factor group, with Mexican, Central 
American participants, and to a lesser extent Caribbean speakers, reporting more use of 
English loanwordsiv. This result corresponds in large part to the stereotypes, expressed by 
participants in the study, that many of the most obvious English-origin loanwords are primarily 
used by Mexican immigrants.  

The acceptance of English loans in Spanish is increasing with younger age, as older 
speakers reported substantially lower rates of loanword use. At the same time, participants with 
less than a high school education statistically favored higher loanword rates across age groups. 
Lower levels of education have a constant effect across age groups (between 57-63% 
acceptance), while those with more education show a steady increase from older to younger 
speakers (Older 19% - Middle 43% - Younger 53%), as younger speakers with more education 
converge with lesser-educated speakers of all ages in their levels of loanword acceptance. 

 
Figure 2. Loanword acceptance by age and education level 
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Table 1. Results of Goldvarb analysis. Input: 0.48; Log likelihood: -2538.857; Total X2: 
1996.2761; X2/cell: 1.0963; p=0.000. *LOR run as a separate model with immigrant speakers 
only. 
 Not surprisingly, U.S. born heritage speakers also report more loanword use than 
immigrants. With respect to immigrants, more time in the United States significantly conditions 
more loanword use. 
 Finally, men reported significantly higher rates of English loanwords, a tendency that is 
true for all of the loanwords studied here.  

A comparison of each loanword across age groups allows us to see whether a word is 
increasing in use, decreasing in use, or remaining stable across generations.  
 

  Factor Weight % N 
Loanword Aplicación 

Parquear 
Lonche 
Troca 
Carpeta 
Yarda 
Atender 
Te llamo para atrás 
Wáchale 
Marqueta 

0.84 
0.78 
0.57 
0.56 
0.54 
0.51 
0.47 
0.45 
0.18 
0.14 

77% 
70% 
50% 
49% 
48% 
45% 
42% 
40% 
17% 
13% 

466 
468 
467 
464 
467 
464 
467 
460 
464 
460 
 

Region Mexico 
Central America 
Caribbean 
N. South America 
Southern Cone 

0.67 
0.63 
0.54 
0.39 
0.28 

59% 
51% 
43% 
27% 
20% 

1943 
570 
477 
1214 
158 
 

Age Younger (18-30) 
Middle (30-49) 
Older (50+) 

0.59 
0.54 
0.37 

50% 
42% 
26% 

2380 
1652 
411 
 

Education Elementary 
Middle 
High 
University 

0.68 
0.54 
0.43 
0.37 

69% 
60% 
54% 
40% 

150 
327 
907 
3113 
 
 

Generation Heritage 
Immigrant 

0.57 
0.43 

54% 
41% 

1455 
3065 
 

Gender Men 
Women 

0.54 
0.47 

50% 
42% 

1943 
2604 
 

LOR* 10+ years 
6-10 years 
0-5 years 

0.55 
0.54 
0.41 

41% 
40% 
28% 

1754 
540 
328 



 7 

 
Figure 2. Comparison of age groups across loanwords.  
 

All loanwords except wáchale and marqueta show an increase in reported use across 
age groups, and younger speakers are leaders in the adoption of English-origin loanwords into 
NC Spanish. Of note are the two clear examples of semantic extensions in the data, aplicación 
and atender. Reported use of aplicación is level across the two younger groups, with a marked 
increase from the oldest speakers. This leveling off is indicative of the fact that aplicación is 
essentially the only term used for “job application” by a large number of subgroups in NC: 
reported use ranges from 75%-93% based on education level, and from 62%-82% based on 
region of origin. Atender show the same increase in use across age groups, but lags a 
generation or more behind aplicación, although it is quickly gaining acceptance among heritage 
speakers. In fact, the increase from oldest to youngest across generations for atender is much 
greater (38%) than for aplicación (25%). This suggests possible different origins for these two 
semantic extensions in NC Spanish. Atender is a new form that has been extended by speakers 
in NC, through analogy with the English definition. Aplicación, on the other hand, appears to 
have existed in the monolingual Spanish lects of at least some immigrants prior to contact with 
English.  

The two exceptions to the increase across age groups are the same loanwords that 
were widely rejected by a majority of speakers (Figure 1 and Table 1). Marqueta evinces a 
sharp jump in reported use among the middle age group, followed by a sharp drop among the 
youngest speakers. Wáchale, on the other hand, is virtually unchanged across age groups, 
neither increasing nor decreasing in NC Spanish. Instead, wáchale is indicative of lower 
educated (50% for middle school or less vs. 19% for high school or more), men (26% vs 9% for 
women), of Mexican origin (31% vs. 7% average for other regions). There is no difference of 
generation (17% for both immigrant and heritage speakers).  
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 Comments made by participants about who uses loanwords and in what contexts 
provide additional insight. Due to space limitations, we will focus the discussion on comments 
made about the most frequently accepted word in our survey, aplicación, compared with one of 
the least accepted words, wáchale. There were a total of 222 comments for aplicación, and 173 
for wáchale.  
 For aplicación, 93% of the comments can be considered positive or neutral, an 
evaluation that agrees with the overall results for acceptance of this term in Table 1. Only 8% of 
these comments refer to a speaker’s country of origin. Of these, by far the most common 
answer (84%) states that aplicación is used by people from all Hispanic countries.  

For aplicación the majority of the 16 negative comments are self-critical, with participants 
stating that they say aplicación, even though the ‘correct’ term is solicitud. The overwhelming 
acceptance of aplicación in the data can be summed up by the following comment from the 
survey on why aplicación is used:  
 
“¿Porque es la palabra que debe de ser usada?” “Because it is the word that should be used?” 
 
 Participants’ responses for wáchale show a different pattern - 34% of the total comments 
are unequivocally negative. Common negative comments state that wáchale is used by “gente 
naca” (roughly equivalent to ‘redneck’ or ‘hillbilly’ in English), gang members, or by lower social 
classes. Likewise, 51% of those that reported hearing wáchale ‘often’ or ‘all the time’ denied 
ever saying the word themselves (compared with 17% for aplicación). Several participants also 
indicated that wáchale is used in a joking or ironic fashion, as an exaggerated form of 
Spanglish. Interestingly, several participants explicitly named comedian George Lopez as a 
frequent user of wáchale, again suggesting that for some speakers, this term may be employed 
as an exaggerated marker of Mexican-American identity. In fact, the majority of the remaining 
results are neutral, rather than explicitly positive, and name particular nationalities. Of these, 
71% identified wáchale as a Mexican term, a not surprising result given the Mexican-dialect 
morphology of the verbal ending -le. So, while wáchale may enjoy some currency among 
subgroups of Mexicans in NC, most of the speakers surveyed rejected this form, due to both its 
obvious hybrid nature (one participant called it “tremendo Spanglish”) and the word’s connection 
to lower class speakers.  
  
7. Discussion 
 

This study, while relatively small in scope, provides important details about how 
integrated loanwords are adopted and extended by immigrant and heritage speakers in a newly 
forming contact situation in NC. Previous research (see Winford 2003) has indicated that 
loanword adoption is primarily governed by extralinguistic factors, such as the need to express 
new cultural concepts (as in the case of lonche here) or to show in-group identity. This certainly 
seems to be the case in NC Spanish; all of the social factors analyzed were significant 
predictors of loanword acceptance.  

Many popular accounts of U.S. Spanish suggest that loanwords are adopted wholesale, 
and even some academic studies do not distinguish between common and uncommon 
loanwords. These accounts put neologisms like wáchale on the same footing as semantic 
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extensions like aplicación, which leads some non-scholarly authors to assume that lexical 
borrowing is a first step towards a breakdown in cross-dialectal communication or language loss 
(see the discussion on Spanglish in Lipski 2008). Our survey results indicate, however, that 
speakers are particular about the loanwords that they adopt, and the most ‘radical’ examples 
are not always widely used or viewed favorably.  

Studies on language contact indicate that an increased use of loanwords can be caused 
by cognitive factors related to bilingualism. Subconsciously, bilingual speakers may employ 
loanwords as one aspect of “[s]trategies aimed at lightening the cognitive load of having to 
remember and use two different linguistic systems”, which can include the simplification of 
“lexical oppositions” (Silva-Corvalán 1994, 6). Particularly with semantic extensions, NC 
Spanish speakers are often using one form rather than two when speaking in both languages, 
simplifying their mental lexicon(s), thereby lessening the semantic distance between the English 
and Spanish equivalents. Silva-Corvalán (1994), referring to morpho-syntax, notes that the 
permeability to cross-linguistic influence is a function of the “[e]xistence of superficially...parallel 
structures in the languages in contact” (p. 135). The present results suggest that parallelism 
may also be an important factor in lexical borrowing, and may help explain why aplicación is 
widely accepted, while wáchale is not. Wáchale is clearly a hybrid form, and is rejected by most 
speakers, receives primarily negative evaluations regarding who uses it, and shows no change 
in acceptance across time. A comparison of these two forms, representing the two extremes of 
acceptance on the survey, clearly indicates that despite popular blanket statements about 
Spanglish words in U.S. Spanish, not all loanwords are created equal in the eyes of the 
speakers that actually use them (cf. Zentella 1990).  
 On a more conscious level, loanwords, as one salient aspect of U.S. Spanish, can be 
employed by speakers as a marker of in-group identity (see Peñalosa 1980). Employing a 
domain-specific term, such as carpeta or yarda, can serve to mark the speaker as belonging to 
the community of more established (and more integrated) Spanish-speakers in the new bilingual 
context, distinguishing them from recent immigrants. At the same time, we argue that the use of 
integrated loanwords is a strategy for maintaining Spanish. As integrated loans, the words from 
our survey are best thought of as Spanish words of English origin. Loanwords may be explicitly 
used to avoid a switch to English. If a speaker says lonche or carpeta instead of ‘lunch/carpet’, a 
switch to English is avoided - they maintain Spanish in the utterance, but employ the term that 
conveys the cultural concept or expression from the dominant language. We argue that the 
competition between these lexical variants is rarely between ‘standard’ Spanish 
almuerzo/alfombra and the loanwords lonche/carpeta, but rather for many bilingual speakers the 
choice is between either the integrated loanword or the English word (lunch/carpet). Instead of 
hastening the shift to English, the use of loanwords can actually have the result of reinforcing (a 
bilingual variety of) Spanish. In cases of Spanish dialect contact in the U.S., loanwords can also 
provide a neutral term that does not favor one particular dialect (Zentella 1990, 1101). For 
example, ‘lunch’ is generally comida in Mexico, but almuerzo in many other countries. Lonche 
both avoids confusion across dialects and captures the cultural concept of a ‘lunch break’ in the 
U.S. Importantly, as Peñalosa (1980) notes, loanwords present “no problem in intracommunity 
communication” (p. 111), even if misunderstandings could arise with speakers from outside the 
community. Silva-Corvalán (1994), however, downplays the possibilities for cross-dialect 
misunderstanding, which is so often cited in attacks on Spanglish and U.S. Spanish, observing 
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that “the same inferential processes allow speakers of, for instance, Castilian and Chilean 
Spanish to understand one another even though their lexicons do not exactly correspond” (p. 
186). Terms that may cause more difficulty, such as wáchale, are restricted to a particular, small 
subgroup of NC Hispanics, and are not widely employed by most speakers.  
 
8. Conclusions 
 

The present results clearly indicate that, to paraphrase the well-known dictum, every 
loanword has its own history. Participants’ opinions about a particular loanword vary based on 
their own backgrounds, as well as on the (perceived) backgrounds of speakers that use it, 
reinforcing the importance of social factors in the adoption of a loanword into NC/U.S. Spanish.  

If the level of loanword adoption is indicative of the level of a speaker’s acculturation into 
U.S. norms (Beltramo 1972), this study also demonstrates how younger speakers show more 
integration overall, while at the same time selectively choosing to adopt or ignore a loanword 
based on its origin (extension vs. neologism), its domains of use, and the groups with which the 
word is correlated. We have also demonstrated how loanwords diffuse through the community, 
as older speakers are stratified by education level, while younger speakers are converging 
toward more positive attitudes towards loanwords, regardless of level of education.  

Methodologically, this study provides another example of the type of substantive, 
community-based research that can be carried out by undergraduates. One of the primary 
benefits of in-class projects of this sort, as demonstrated by Van Herk (2008), is that 
undergraduates get to do ‘real’ linguistic research, in a way that is accessible and manageable. 
As in Van Herk’s (2008) study, the students that participated in this project (including the three 
coauthors) mentioned the ‘real’ research component as an exciting part of the course on their 
evaluations.  

In closing, linguistic studies of the newly forming contact varieties of both English and 
Spanish in the Southeast can shed light on how bilingual speakers accommodate to the 
dominant language and culture around them, and how loanword adoption is a multifaceted 
process governed by both linguistic and social factors.   
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