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外語教學的語碼轉換功能探討

Functions of Code-switching in Second and Foreign Language

Classrooms

高美玉 國立宜蘭大學語言中心

徐定華 遠東科技大學應用外語系講師

摘 要

所謂語碼轉換，是將一種語言轉換至另一種語言，又被稱之為語言混

合，這種現象常見於雙語或多語使用的環境下。在英語教學中，母語的功

效，抑或語碼轉換，最近已被發現。本文將介紹幾個在探討語碼轉換時經常

討論的主題，其中包括了適合語碼轉換的學習環境，以及教室內老師、學生

交談時的語碼轉換功能。最後，會探討語言學習教室內語碼轉換的優缺點及

批判教學時的各類觀點。
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Abstract

Code-switching, or language mixing, a switch from one language to another,

is a widely observed phenomenon in bilingual or multilingual communities. The

usefulness of L1, or code-switching, in the ELT classroom has also recently been

recognized. This paper introduces several topics of code-switching often discussed

in the literature, including the learning setting that best supports code-switching

and the functionality of code-switching in teaches’ as well as students’ classroom

discourses. Finally, weak and strong parts of code-switching in the ESL/EFL

language classrooms will be discussed, along with the perspectives of critical

pedagogy.
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I. Introduction

Code-switching, or language mixing, is a

widely observed phenomenon in second and

foreign language classrooms, as the students or

teachers switch from one language to another in the

same discourse. In an EFL setting, the languages

between which alternation is performed are the

native language of the students and the foreign

language in which the students are expected to

learn to reach certain competence levels.

Considering the construct of the so-called

monolingual fallacy [10] most ESL teachers argue

that the use of the learner’s native language

interferes with the learning of English and is

detrimental to the target language acquisition

process. However, the usefulness of L1, or code-

switching, in the ELT classroom has recently been

recognized, as some studies report that code-

switching not only facilitates classroom

management and transmission of lesson content,

but it also prepares students for their sociolinguistic

life beyond the classroom [2; 3]. This paper will

introduce the various functions of code-switching,

ranging from the learning setting that best supports

code-switching and the functionality of code-

switching in teaches’ as well as students’ classroom

discourses. Finally, weak and strong parts of code-

switching in the ESL/EFL language classrooms will

be discussed, along with the perspectives of critical

pedagogy.

II. A Resource for Constructing

Meaning in the Classsroom

Code-switching acquires a bad reputation in

the field of L2, as it is viewed by many educators as

a source of language interference at various levels,

including phonological, grammatical, lexical, and

orthographical. However, code-switching is a

widely observed phenomenon in bilingual or

multilingual communities. According to Trudgill

[13], “speakers switch to manipulate or influence or

define the situation as they wish, and to convey

nuances of meaning and personal intention” (p.

105). In other words, code-switching can be used

for self-expression and is a way of modifying

language along with personal intentions. It may

also be used in order to build intimate interpersonal

relationships among members of a bilingual

community. Therefore, it may be suggested that

code-switching is “a tool for creating linguistic

solidarity especially between individuals who share

the same ethno-cultural identity” [11 p. 2]. Rapport

is established between the speaker and the listener

when the listener responds with a similar switch

[12].

Although ESL teachers often seem to hold

negative attitudes toward code-switching,

considerable evidence suggests that code-switching

can offer a natural, economical, and effective

resource for establishing meaning in the classroom

where the teacher and the students can

communicate in the same home or mainstream

language [1; 4]. The classroom is seen as a

‘community of practice’ [14], or “a group of people

who are mutually engaged in a joint enterprise with

a shared repertoire of styles” [8, p. 236]. Given that

a language classroom is a social group, a naturally

occurring daily discourse among any social group

has the potential to be applicable to and valid for a

language classroom [11].

III. Functions of Teachers’ Code-

Switching

Teachers may not always consciously use

code-switching. Nevertheless, either conscious or

not, it serves several basic functions which may be

beneficial in language learning situations.

Liebscher and Dailey-O’Cain [8] identify two kinds

of switching: participant-related switching and
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discourse-related switching. Being used by learners

as an attempt to override communicative stumbling

blocks by retreating to the L1, participant-related

switching is often used by teachers when they

anticipate that learners would not understand an

upcoming utterance if it were in the target language.

Discourse-related switching serves as a transition

for communicative needs in the classroom such as

making asides, quoting, and moving in and out of

the teaching/learning context. ‘Classroom

management’, as posited by Canagarajah [3], seems

to be adequately associated with the discourse-

related function. The literature suggests that

teachers’ code-switching assumes three major

functions, which this author calls the linguistic,

communicative, and affective functions.

3-1Linguistic Functions

Partially overlapped with participant-related

functions, linguistic functions are employed in the

situation when teachers use code-switching in order

to transfer the necessary knowledge, which is

considered difficult or beyond students’ target

language level. In other words, code-switching

serves to clarify linguistically based confusion. It

often happens in foreign language classroom while

nonnative teachers shift to their and also their

students’ native language to explain difficult

grammar rules or specific content. For example,

when French was being taught as the L2, Mattson

and Burenhult [9] listed three functions: topic

switch, repetitive functions, and affective functions.

The first two can be attributed to linguistic

consideration. Teachers alter their language

according to the topic that is under discussion, a

behavior that is mostly observed in grammar

teaching as teachers shift the target language to

their students’ mother tongue in dealing with

particular grammar points [6]. Canagarajah [3]

reported that similar code-switching strategies were

used in bilingual classes in Jaffna for content

transmission. Teachers expressed that in some cases

they could economize on time since there was the

perception that ideas had to be communicated

laboriously to students in English, while Tamil

required no repetition and facilitated instant

comprehension. Sometimes, teachers use L2 for

their turns of initiation and feedback, even though

the students choose to respond in L1. In addition,

code-switching provides many different strategies

for explaining and /or reinforcing the matters taught.

The strategies include repetition, reformulation,

clarification, and exemplification. In this respect, it

is also suggested that a bridge from known (L1) to

unknown (L2) is constructed as a teacher can

exploit students’ previous L1 learning experience to

increase their understanding of L2 [5].

3-2Communicative Functions

Cook [6] suggests that “the ways in which the

teacher organizes the class involve a choice of

language” (p. 415). As posited by Canagarajah [2;

3], L1 helps manage the instructional process. As

demonstrated in Canagarajah [2; 3], while one code

is reserved for a specific set of functions (e.g.,

English for lecturing), another can be reserved for

different functions (e.g., Tamil for affective

expression and asides). For the teacher, the opening

in Tamil helps to effect a smooth transition from the

other classes in Tamil and functions to break the ice

and establish rapport with the students for the

instruction to follow. Then, apart from indicating

that the lesson has begun, the switch to English

plays the function of drawing the students’ attention.

Likewise, small switches (e.g., you know or isn’t

that so) capture the attention of learners and refocus

their attention on specific content [4]. According to

Canagarjah, code-switching used for classroom

management enables teachers and students to

regulate classroom interactions or proceedings

efficiently and systematically. In the cases above,

code-switching does not serve to compensate for
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students’ linguistic deficiency, but it facilitates the

flow of interaction between teachers and students in

attaining their communication needs in the

classroom setting.

3-3Affective Functions

Teachers’ code-switching also carries affective

functions that serve for expression of emotions. It is

used by the teacher to build solidarity and intimate

relations with the students. That is, code-switching

makes a contribution to creating a supportive

language environment in the classroom [11]. For

example, telling students how well they have done

in their L1 may make the praise more ‘real’ [6].

More cases were found in Canagrajah [2; 3]. In

situations where teachers had to encourage hesitant,

frightened or nervous students for an answer, they

switched to the less formal and more personal

Tamil (i.e., the L1). In this way, teachers try to put

students at ease by conveying their sympathy to

them, thereby creating a less threatening

atmosphere. In a similar manner, teachers used

Tamil to convey special compliments to students.

While Compliments in English were simply

routines, those in Tamil had stronger illocutionary

force. In some cases, code-switching revealed

teachers’ intention to give commands or

admonitions. While command in English might be

overlooked as being routine or formal, the one in

students’ L1 conveys that the teacher means it. In

addition, the switch of codes also evokes attention

from inattentive students.

IV. Functions of Students’ Code-

Switching

As is the case for teachers’ code-switching,

students are also not always conscious of their

code-switching. Although they may perform code-

switching unconsciously, it clearly serves some

functions, either beneficial or not. For the purpose

of analyzing, this author will follow Eldridge’s [7]

categories (i.e. equivalence, floor-holding,

reiteration, and conflict control). In addition, two

more functions are addressed: affective functions

and sociolinguistic functions.

4-1Equivalence

In some cases, students may not be able to

express themselves in one language, so they switch

to the other to compensate for the deficiency.

Students make use of the native equivalent of a

certain lexical item in the target language and then

code-switch to their native tongue. Therefore,

‘equivalence’ functions as a defensive mechanism

for students as it gives the student the opportunity

to continue communication.

4-2Floor-holding

During a conversation in the target language,

students fill the stopgap with their L1. This is a

mechanism used by the students to avoid gaps in

communication due to the lack of fluency in the

target language. Students who perform code-

switching for floor holding generally have the same

problem; that is, they can not recall the appropriate

target structure or lexicon. However, this type of

alternation may have negative effects on learning a

foreign language, since it may result in loss of

fluency in the long run [11].

4-3Reiteration

Reiteration made through code-switching is

considered when “messages are reinforced,

emphasized, or clarified where the message has

already been transmitted in one code, but not

understood” [7]. In this case, the message in the

target language is repeated by the student in the L1.

According to Sert [11], the reason for this

alternation may be two-fold: first, the student may

not have transferred the exact meaning in target

language; second, the student may think that it is

more appropriate to code-switch in order to indicate

to the teacher that the content is clearly understood.

4-4Conflict Control
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According to Eldridge [7], when the student

tends to avoid a misunderstanding or tends to utter

words indirectly for specific purposes, the code-

switching serves as a strategy to transfer the

intended meaning. The underlying reasons for using

this type of strategy may vary along with students’

needs, intentions or purposes. In addition, the lack

of some culturally equivalent lexis among the

native language and target language may result in

code-switching for conflict control. Hence, possible

misunderstandings are avoided. Sometimes, code-

switching happens when students are negotiating

cultural relevance [2; 3]. For example, the switch to

Tamil occurred when teachers and students wanted

to discuss culturally relevant issues to clarify the

lesson content. Canagarajah further states,

“Through this process, they relate the lesson to

knowledge gained outside the classroom, and so

bridge the gap between the school and home” [3, p.

136].

4-5Affective and Sociolingusitic Functions

The above four functions posited by Eldridge

are more related with what was previously called,

the ‘linguistic functions’. There are still other

functions which engender sociolinguistic meanings

rather than linguistic needs: affective functions and

socialinguistic functions. Like teachers, students

may switch code to Tamil when pleading with the

teacher for excuses or special favors, since Tamil is

a more personal code and signifies solidarity [2; 3].

As demonstrated in Liebscher and Dailey-O’Cain’s

[8] study, students in the content-based foreign

language classroom are able to conceptualize the

classroom as a bilingual space, and they orient to

the classroom as a community of practice through

their code-switching patterns as manifestations of a

shared understanding about their actions and

themselves as members of that community. Results

from this study show that while some of these

learners’ code-switches are participant related, they

also use code-switching in discourse-related

functions previously identified only in teacher talk

and in natural settings among bilinguals outside the

classroom environment. The communicative norms

in the classroom also serve to reinforce language

attitudes and practice in society [2].

V. Conclusion

Many teachers who are in favor of applying

communicative techniques in the language teaching

environment oppose any form of native language

use or code-switching during classroom instruction.

Contrary to this, supporters of the use of code-

switching suggest that it may be an effective

strategy in various aspects. Given the debate, some

weak and strong sides of the use of code-switching

in second or foreign language classrooms should be

examined with a critical perspective.

Whereas code-switching might be more easily

applied into EFL classroom discourse where

students share the same native language, it may

create problems in classes where students do not

share the same native language (e.g., ESL classes in

America), as some of the students (even though

only a few in number) will somehow be neglected,

hence generating a negative affective learning

environment. On the other hand, the competence of

the teacher in mother tongue of students also plays

a vital role, if positive contributions of code-

switching are expected. As Eldridge [7] suggests,

“The learners have no guarantee that their audience

will share knowledge of their mother tongue” (p.

309). In this case, mutual intelligibility may not be

attained if the learner switches his language during

communication with a native target language

instructor who does not learn the student’s native

tongue. Moreover, the biggest weakness, as is

especially shown in the EFL classroom, is the

decrease of the opportunities for the students to

negotiate meaning or to get their meaning across by
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frequently using the target language to increase

their communicative competence in the target

language, once code-switching is allowed and

applied in the classroom setting without assigning

any restrictions.

As reviewed in this paper, code-switching

plays an important role in interactions between

teachers and learners in the classroom setting in

fulfilling various goals. Although switching codes

during conversation may be disruptive to the

listeners when the speakers switch due to an

inability to express themselves, it does provide an

opportunity for language development [12]. Code-

switching may be signaling the need for providing

appropriate samples from the part of the teacher. In

this case, the teacher is able to find the right time to

provide translation into the target language, thus

providing a learning and language-developing

activity. Little by little as time progresses, this, in

turn, will allow for a reduced amount of certain

types of switching and less subsequent language

interference. Further, as suggested by current

research, envisioning foreign language classroom

as a bilingual community practice necessarily

entails envisioning the members of that community

as aspiring bilinguals [8]. It is suggested that

allowing students to code-switch in ways that

resemble uses in non-classroom bilingual interaction,

therefore, not only gives them the opportunity to

become more comfortable with the L2, but it also

gives them freedom to experiment with using two

languages, in the hope that they will become fully

bilingual someday. This vision of code-switching

may shed light on English education in countries

such as Taiwan and Japan as they plan to start

English learning with younger school children. Also,

in ESL classes, such as those in Jaffna, the greater

use of the mother tongue and code-switched English

can reconcile the conflicts students face for their

identity and group membership [2]. The use of code-

switching in the language classroom not only

motivates them to participate in the learning process

more keenly, but it also prepares them for the types

of bilingualism available in their society.

With respect to all points addressed above,

code-switching in language classroom exhibits both

strengths and weaknesses. It is not always a blockage

or deficiency in learning a language, but may be

regarded as a useful strategy in classroom

interaction, if it aims to make meaning clear and to

transfer the knowledge required in an efficient way.

However, it should be kept in mind that, in the long

term, code-switching may be a barrier which

prevents mutual intelligibility imposed in the

interaction between students and the native

speakers of the target language. As [12] argued,

scope for code-switching to cause interference in a

language exists if it is not utilized carefully as a

teaching method. Finally, the full potential of code-

switching has yet to be identified and its functions

categorized in order that teachers, with greater

consciousness than is often the case, can use it in a

systematic way without losing sight the equal need

for effective means to develop students’

communicative competence in the target language.
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