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B Y :  K A R E N  A L G A R Í N

Code Switching: A Tool for 
Educators



Results of the survey in EMHCS: 
Questions and Concerns

1. What is code switching?

2. How it is positive or negative? 

3. What are some reasons a child might code switch?

4. How can it be integrated into the instruction to 

maximize learning?



Factors of Second Language Acquisition

All second language learners, regardless of age, have already 
acquired at least one language. The prior knowledge may be an 
advantage for them in the sense that they have an idea of how 
languages work (Lightbown & Spada, 2011). 

The ability to know more than one language is known as 
multilingual competence or “multicomepetence”, which refers 
to the compound state of a mind with two or more grammars, 
which is distinguished from monolingual competence which 
refers to knowledge of only one language (Saville-Troike, 
2006).



What is Code Switching? 

Code switching, or the alternation of 
two languages in a single clause or 

sentence is a complex process, 
governed by rules of the use of 

language. The code change includes 
using complete sentences. phrases, 
and words from another language. 
(Dearholt and Valdés-Fallis 1978). 

Bilingual speakers often code-switch 
from one language to another, 

especially when both languages are 
used in the environment, it follows 

functional and grammatical principles 
and is a complex, rule-governed 

phenomenon (Heredia & Altarriba, 
2001). 

Code switching is prevalent 
throughout our society, 

delineating differences between 
cultural, generational, and 

technological users (Hughes, 
Shaunessy, Brice, Ratliff, & 

McHatton, 2006). 

The phenomenon of 
mixing or code change is 

part of being bilingual 
(Palmer, 2009).



What is Code Switching? 

Code switching is based on the linguistic 
behavior that arises as a result of language 
contact. This phenomenon is also known as 

“code alternation” or “code-mixing” (Fakeye, 
2012). 

Code Switching is shifting from one language to 
another in a conversation. It is normal everyday 
practice among people in the world for various 

reasons and usually an unconscious activity 
(Moghadam, Samad, & Shahraki, 2012). 

Recently, a new term has been developed: 
Translanguaging indicates the action in which 

people co-exist utilizing more than one language 
in their daily life (Celic & Seltzer, 2011).



Code Switching Is Everywhere!

Conversations

TV programs: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3M9HS3yk0YM

Radio programs: La Mega  97.9 FM  New York, New York

Music:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RTtc2pM1boE

Literature

School

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3M9HS3yk0YM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RTtc2pM1boE


Types of Code Switching

Borrowing
It refers to the use of a single word from a language different than the primary language, which 

is similar in grammatical usage, but is a term that is not available in the target language.

Calque
Translating an expression from another language without the use of appropriate syntax.

Example: 

• “el lote de parquear”  instead of el “area de estacionamiento”

Translation: the parking lot

Intersentential
Interjecting and entire sentence or phrase from one language into the target language.  May 

serve to emphasize a point made in the other language; to a signal a switch in the conversation 

participants; to indicate to whom the statement is addressed. Also, is usually used to dictate or  

command something:

• “Siéntate” – sit down 

• “Ya, se acabó” – it is over

(Hughes, Shaunessy, Brice, Ratliff, & McHatton, 2006)



Perspectives Towards Knowing Two or More  
Languages 

Subtractive Additive 

• It denotes that as fluency and 

vocabulary grow in one language, 

fluency and vocabulary decrease in 

the other, replacing the original 

language as the “primary language”. 

• In contrast, additive bilingualism is 

the process of acquiring the terms 

and fluency is the process of 

acquiring the terms and fluency in a 

second language acquisition without 

losing the skills within the first.

(Lamberts, 1975 as cited in Hughes, Shaunessy, Brice, Ratliff, & McHatton, 2006). 



Researchers Against CS

 Historically  code switching has been 
discouraged in the educational system and 
society at large because of concerns that CS 
will influence one or both of the 
languages and lead to language decay 
(Aitchison,1991 as cited in Hughes, Shaunessy, 
Brice, Ratliff, & McHatton, 2006). 

 Due to the influence in business that 
English language has across the world, many 
multilingual speakers believe that CS is a sign 
of linguistic weakness or inadequacy and 
many bilingual teachers work hard to fight 
code-switching when it occurs in their 
classrooms (Palmer, 2009). 

 Some linguists  argue that an open view 
towards CS may lead to an 
overuse/injudicious use of CS by 
teachers (Cook, 2001 as cited in Gulzar, 
2010). 

…for moving students towards English 
and the traditional policy that most 
school districts have employed has 

been the eradication of the original 
language or culture and assimilation 
into the majority language and culture. 

(Salluzzo, 1994 as cited in Hughes, Shaunessy, 
Brice, Ratliff, & McHatton, 2006)



Most of the problems attributed from CS in the literature are related 
to language proficiency:

Statement Example

Reason #1 Weakness in the 
memory of language by 

the low frequency of use of 
a word or phrase

The student uses the English word 
"background" because he/she doesn’t 
often use or hear the word in Spanish 
“trasfondo".

Reason #2
No understanding of 

the change in 
grammatical structure 

from one language to 
another

In English the adjective comes before the 
noun.

(E.g., "I want a green tomato.)

In Spanish the noun comes before the 
adjective. 

(E.g., “Yo quiero un tomate verde")

Reason #3 Language proficiency is 
not well defined.

A  student may dominate Spanish conversation 
because that is the language he/she has used 
most to interact, but may have difficulty in 
reading and writing in Spanish because his/her 
formal education has been in English. 

(Heredia & Altarriba, 2001)





Positives about CS

CS, rather than reflecting 
the traditional view of a 

disadvantaged and 
semiliterate background, 

actually reflects an 
intellectual advantage 

(Hughes, Shaunessy, Brice, 
Ratliff, & McHatton, 2006). 

Example:
1. Those children who can operate smoothly
between two languages seem to be especially
good on subtests that require mental
manipulation and reorganization of visual
patterns (Patillo, 1999 as cited in Hughes,
Shaunessy, Brice, Ratliff, & McHatton,
2006).

2. When it is used due the lack of linguistic
expression, tranlanguaging provides
continuity in speech rather than presenting
interference in language (Celic & Seltzer,
2011).



Positive Side of CS

A study published in "Science and Education Center 
Canadian" recommended that parents and teachers 
should have a positive attitude towards the code 
switching and it should not be seen as a sign of 
linguistic incompetence. If not to be beneficial in the 
classroom, to:
a. provide essential means to create successful lessons 

across the curriculum and work with texts that are 
mostly written in English,

b. for learning new vocabulary in the classroom, and
c. to establish a relationship with students or assert the 

authority of the teacher (Fakeye, 2012).



Pedagogic Potentials Behind CS

These include:
1. Increasing the inclusion
2. Participation
3. Understanding of pupils in the learning process
4. Developing less formal relationships between 

participants
5. Conveying ideas more easily 
6. Accomplishing lessons
7. It might contribute to a “teachable” pedagogic 

resource (Creese & Blackledge, 2010).



Why do you think students code-switch?

 Think – Pair – Share - Write 
Instructions: Think about the question, talk with your group, and once you receive a sticky 
note,  write your group answer about: why do you think students code switch?  Then, stick 

your note on the board.



Code-switching: Why students use it?

• “Bilingual speakers often code-switch from one language to 
another, especially when both languages are used in the 
environment and it follows functional and grammatical 

principles and is a complex, rule-governed phenomenon” 
(Heredia & Altarriba, 2001, p. 164). 



Why do Students CS?

The reasons children most often 
switch to a given language are the 
following:

 The child uses the language most 
frequently used by the adult in 
interactions between them. 

 The child associates the use of a 
language with a particular person 
because this person is perceived to be 
more fluent in that language (B. 
Perez; Maria Torres-Guzman, 2002).

 People fluent in two languages use the 
same code change  used by many other 
linguistic resources, using both (or all) 
of the codes available to them in many 
ways modeled and structured,  to 
express their meanings and also as a 
way to claim membership and 
affiliation in multilingual communities 
(Chung, 2006; Clyne, 2000; Myers-
Scotton, 1995; Poplack, 2000, as cited 
in Palmer, 2009). 

 It occurs during socialization 
between two bilinguals (Gulzar, 
2010)



When do Students CS?

The emergent student is 
most likely to change from 
one language to another:

1. Before and after tags.  

Example:
 “You are almost done with school, 

verdad?” instead of  
 “You are almost done with school, 

right?”

2. Before predicate adjectives. 

Example:
 “Es muy cute” rather than 
 “It’s really cute”.

3. And, between clauses.  

Example:
 “That is the lady que tiene cuatro

hijos” in place of
 “That is the lady who has four 

children”. 

(Hammink 2000 as cited in Hughes, Shaunessy, Brice, Ratliff, & 
McHatton, 2006) 



Example Video of Students CS

Students from Sacramento
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NuqXuy3AcBU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NuqXuy3AcBU


Walk – Turn - Talk Activity 

There will be a question on the board: 
“Why do teachers CS? ”  

You are going to stand up

You will wait for trainer to play 
music. 

Once the music starts, you will move 
around the classroom in different 

directions.  

When the music stops, you will freeze and 
then turn to the closest colleague and talk  

about the question on the board. 

The process will be repeated two more times so 
you have the opportunity to exchange ideas 

with different colleagues in the training. 



Why do teachers Code-Switch?

The motivation for using the L1 in language 
instruction ranges from the perceived need 
to accommodate students in their native 
tongue (Chavez, 2006 as quoted in (Jones, 
2010) to offer explanations of L2 concepts 
that do not exist in the L1 (Duff & Polio, 
1990; Kim & Elder, 2008 as cited in Jones, 
2010).



Why do Teachers CS?

 Investigations of the CS 
phenomenon in the 

classroom suggest that 
teachers’ code-switching, 

whether in teacher-led 
classroom discourse or in 

teacher-student interaction, 
serves many pedagogical 

purposes:

Teachers and learners exploit 
code contrast to demarcate 
different types of discourse, to 
negotiate and renegotiate joint 
frames of reference and to 
exchange meaning in the spur of 
the moment.

In the formal level, it was used in 
order to do functions like 
introducing, explaining, 
commenting, practicing the 
target language, and so forth

At the informal level, code-
switching performed a role of 
administration or management. 

(Gulzar, 2010) 



Functions of CS in the Classroom

For translations

As a “we code” which is used for establishing and maintaining 
solidarity and group membership,

For giving procedures and directions

for clarifications especially when introducing new vocabulary 
words

To check for understanding

(Hughes, Shaunessy, Brice, Ratliff, & McHatton, 2006)



Benefits of CS in the Classroom

English language learners 
learn best when their 

needs are meet (Ovando & 
Carols, 2012).



Benefits of CS in the Classroom

The code change should 
be utilized and is 

beneficial in bilingual 
classrooms.

To provide essential 
means to create 

successful lessons 
across the curriculum 
and work with texts 

that are mostly 
written in English,

for learning new 
vocabulary in the 
classroom, and

to establish a 
relationship with 

students or assert the 
authority of the 
teacher (Fakeye, 

2012).



CS in the Classroom

CS can be a useful technique in classroom interaction, especially if the

goal is to clarify and convey the information to students in an efficient

way. Better understanding of CS and bilingualism has had positive

impacts on the planning for bilingual education. Program developers and

policy makers should bear in mind that in the case of language, first we

develop understanding and then we develop language

(Moghadam, Samad, & Shahraki, 2012).



How can it be integrated into the 
instruction to maximize learning?



Story Telling Activity

Steps

Teacher 
introduces the 

character or 
object

Teacher starts 
the story and 

passes the object 
to a student who 
is going to add to 

the story

Each time a 
student  adds to 

the story the 
teacher will write 
it on a big sheet 
of lined paper

The teacher 
should not 

change students 
word selection, 
even if the word 
is in a different 

language

Once everyone 
finishes, the 

teacher goes back 
and reads the 

story focusing on 
the learning 

targets



Possible activities in how to use CS as a tool in the classroom

 Story telling
It is proven in Becker’s study that CS storytelling provides students the 
opportunity to gain experience with the linguistic, psycholinguistic, and 
social-communicative aspects of two languages and to signal meaning 
by shifts. Teachers should consider CS as a viable academic 
phenomenon and explore ways for bilingual students to use this activity 
to enhance verbal skills and reading development (Becker, 2001). 

Materials :
1. Object (e.g. a turtle, teddy bear)
2. big lined paper, 
3. Marker

Importance: 
Everyone’s participation is important

Instructions: 
This activity can be use in different ways and with different 
purpose. 

 The teacher starts the lead by using a prompt for the 
story, then the teacher will pass the object, which could 
be the character of the story, and each student will add 
their part. It could be a word, a phrase or sentence. 

 The teacher will write on the lined paper what the student 
said without making changes even if the student is not 
using the target language.

 This activity will provide the teacher an opportunity for 
teachable moments with grammar, punctuation, syntax, 
content, etc. 

 The best part is that by the time everyone has 
participated and created the story if the teachers go back 
to review and correct grammar, punctuation or syntax the 
students have no idea who said what. 



Possible activities in how to use CS as a tool in 
the classroom

 While reading & understanding 
literature

 Example: Esperanza Rising 

 This year as part of the Grade 5 
module reading “Esperanza 
Rising” was important. Some parts 
of this book are written in Spanish, 
including every chapter title.

 In a multicultural classroom, 
teachers who don’t speak Spanish 
could use the help of the students 
who speak Spanish to translate for 
the class the words, phrases or 
sentences used in Spanish.

 In addition, students can create an 
Esperanza Rising Spanish-English
glossary 

 Also, teachers could use these 
students to help others with 
pronunciation. 



Conclusion

• Translation, 
clarification, or  
explanation of grammar 
rules using comparisons 
from  students L1, or 
establishing and 
maintaining solidarity.

As educators of students 
that are learning L2 we 
have the responsibility 
to be good role models 

and offer as much 
exposure possible in the 

target language. But 
sometimes L1 is 

required in order to gain 
a better understanding 

of L2. For that reason, it 
is important that as 

teachers our CS has a 
purpose in class. That 

purpose could be:



¿Preguntas? / Questions?



Feedback
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