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Title: The benefits of codeswitching and teachers’ perceptions of codeswitching in the bilingual classroom
Introduction
Codeswitching is one of the most common but also one of the most debated practices in bilingual education. In many classrooms, teachers and learners move between languages when explaining ideas, giving instructions, checking understanding, managing behaviour, or building rapport. Even so, this has often been treated as a problem rather than a resource. For many years, target-language-only teaching was presented as the ideal, based on the assumption that more exposure to the target language would always produce better learning. From that perspective, use of the first language seemed like a sign of weakness or a failure to create a properly immersive environment. However, research over the last three decades has shown that the issue is far more complex than that.
In classroom research, codeswitching usually refers to the movement between two languages or varieties within the same interaction. In practice, this may involve a teacher switching briefly into the learners shared first language to explain a difficult grammar point, calm the class, or make sure a task is understood. It may also involve students shifting between languages during pair work or whole-class discussion. Some researchers now prefer the broader concept of translanguaging because it better reflects how bilingual speakers draw on their full linguistic repertoires rather than moving between two separate systems (García and Wei, 2014). Even so, the term codeswitching remains useful for this assignment because it is the term used in the brief and because much of the classroom literature still employs it.
This essay argues that codeswitching can bring clear benefits to the bilingual classroom when it is used strategically rather than excessively. Three benefits are especially important. First, it can support comprehension and cognitive scaffolding by helping learners connect new material to what they already know. Second, it can improve classroom management and pedagogical efficiency by making instructions, procedures and transitions clearer. Third, it can support participation, reduce anxiety and validate bilingual identities, which are all important in classrooms where language learning is also a social and emotional process. At the same time, teachers’ perceptions of codeswitching are often mixed. Many teachers see it as useful and even necessary, but they may still feel pressure from monolingual teaching ideologies or worry that overuse will reduce target-language exposure. The most convincing position, therefore, is not that codeswitching should always be encouraged, nor that it should always be avoided. Rather, it should be understood as a pedagogical resource whose value depends on how, when and why it is used.
Codeswitching and the shift away from monolingual classroom thinking
The debate around codeswitching cannot be understood without considering the wider ideology of language teaching. A long-standing assumption in language education has been that the best classroom is the one in which the target language is used almost all the time. This view has often been linked to communicative teaching, immersion principles, and the idea that maximum exposure leads to maximum acquisition. Yet scholars have increasingly challenged the idea that exclusive target-language use is always the best option. Cook (2001) argues that the rejection of the first language rests on weak assumptions, including a doubtful analogy with first language acquisition and an unrealistic separation of languages in the mind of the bilingual learner. In other words, learners do not enter the classroom as blank slates. They already possess linguistic knowledge, and that knowledge can support further learning.
Littlewood and Yu (2011) similarly argue that the relationship between the first language and the target language is more dynamic than simple prohibition allows. They show that learners’ first language can play a useful part in the classroom if teachers use it with a clear purpose. Hall and Cook’s (2012) state-of-the-art review reaches a similar conclusion. They demonstrate that own-language use remains widespread across classrooms internationally and that many arguments against it are based more on ideology than on strong classroom evidence. Lin (2013) also shows that research on classroom codeswitching has moved from seeing it as interference to treating it as a situated interactional practice. This matters because it changes the question. Instead of asking whether codeswitching is right or wrong, researchers increasingly ask what it does, whose needs it serves, and under what conditions it supports learning.
This shift is important for bilingual classrooms. A bilingual classroom is not simply a classroom with more than one language present. It is a space where languages are connected to power, identity, social relations and access to knowledge. Lewis, Jones and Baker (2012) show that the idea of translanguaging emerged partly from recognising that bilingual learners do not necessarily keep languages separate in the ways schools often expect. García and Wei (2014) go further by arguing that bilingual meaning-making is dynamic and cannot always be captured by rigid monolingual categories. Although not all researchers use the same terminology, the wider point is clear: classroom language use needs to be understood in relation to real bilingual practices rather than idealised monolingual norms.
This does not mean that concerns about target-language exposure are unimportant. Teachers still need to create opportunities for learners to hear, use and develop the target language. However, a strict English-only or target-language-only position can ignore the realities of teaching and learning, especially in bilingual classrooms where students may need support to access content or participate fully. The classroom literature therefore points towards a more balanced and more realistic view. Codeswitching is not automatically beneficial, but neither is it automatically harmful. Its value lies in its function.
Benefit 1: comprehension and cognitive scaffolding
The first major benefit of codeswitching is that it can support comprehension. In bilingual classrooms, learners often meet unfamiliar vocabulary, abstract ideas and complex explanations. If everything is kept only in the target language, some students may follow the general lesson but miss the key concept, while others may become lost altogether. Strategic use of the first language can provide a bridge between existing knowledge and new information.
Cook (2001) makes this point clearly when he argues that the first language can be a cognitive tool rather than an obstacle. Instead of treating it as interference, he suggests that teachers can use it to convey meaning quickly, make comparisons between languages and help learners notice differences and similarities. This is particularly useful when a concept is difficult or when misunderstanding would prevent further learning. De la Campa and Nassaji (2009), in their study of university L2 classrooms, found that teachers used the first language for several comprehension-related purposes, including explaining grammar, clarifying vocabulary and checking understanding. Their findings suggest that codeswitching is often deliberate and linked to moments when comprehension is at risk.
Interactional studies show the same pattern. Üstünel and Seedhouse (2005) show that codeswitching is closely connected to pedagogical focus and often occurs where clarification is needed or misunderstanding has to be repaired. This makes codeswitching a form of scaffolding. It allows learners to stay engaged with the lesson instead of becoming stuck on one part of it.
More recent research supports this view. Ataş and Sağın-Şimşek (2021) found that both teachers and students used codeswitching for educational and discourse-related functions in Turkish EFL classrooms. One of the clearest benefits was support for meaning-making. Hazaymeh (2022) similarly reports that teachers perceived codeswitching as helpful for making instruction clearer and more accessible. Littlewood and Wang (2022) also argue that the learners’ first language can play a constructive role in foreign language classrooms, especially when the goal is not to replace the target language but to support learning more effectively. 
From a critical perspective, though, the comprehension argument needs balance. If every difficult idea is immediately translated, learners may become too dependent on translation and may have fewer chances to develop inferencing strategies in the target language. Macaro (2001) is helpful here because he does not present the issue in absolute terms. Instead, he focuses on teacher decision-making. What matters is whether the switch is justified by the learning goal. In that sense, codeswitching is most useful when it is selective. Used well, it can make input more meaningful and reduce confusion. Used too often, it can reduce the pressure learners need to process the target language more deeply.
Overall, the evidence suggests that comprehension is one of the strongest pedagogical reasons for codeswitching. In bilingual classrooms, understanding is not a minor issue; it is the condition that allows learning to continue. When teachers switch language purposefully to support difficult content, they are not lowering standards. They are often making the lesson teachable.
Benefit 2: classroom management and pedagogical efficiency
A second major benefit of codeswitching is that it can support classroom management and make teaching more efficient. Classrooms are not only places where content is taught. They are also spaces that need to be organised. Teachers must give instructions, manage transitions, maintain attention, respond to disruption, and keep lessons moving. In many bilingual classrooms, using the shared first language briefly can make these processes quicker and clearer.
Early research already showed that codeswitching served organisational purposes. Canagarajah (1995) found that it was used not only for academic explanation but also for managing the social and practical demands of the classroom. Eldridge (1996) likewise showed that learner language switching in a Turkish secondary school was often purposeful rather than careless, while Ferguson (2003) argued that classroom codeswitching had important procedural and managerial functions. Together, these studies show that bilingual classroom communication is about much more than vocabulary teaching.
This is also where pedagogical efficiency becomes relevant. In theory, a teacher might insist on giving every instruction in the target language to maximise exposure. In practice, if students do not understand the instruction, the result may be wasted time, confusion and reduced participation. A short switch to the first language can therefore save time and protect the main learning activity. Copland and Neokleous (2011) describe this tension well. Their study highlights the complexities and contradictions teachers face when deciding whether to use the first language. Teachers may value the principle of target-language use, yet still find that some first-language use is the most practical option.
Adriosh and Razi (2019) support this point in their study of Libyan undergraduate EFL classrooms. They found that teachers used codeswitching for a range of functions and that both teachers and students often saw it as helpful rather than damaging. Horasan (2014) also found that teachers and students recognised useful discourse functions in classroom codeswitching. These findings matter because they show that many teachers do not see codeswitching as a failure of teaching. They see it as part of getting the class to work.
There is, however, an important limitation. Convenience alone is not a sufficient reason to codeswitch constantly. If teachers switch too quickly whenever a task becomes demanding, students may not learn to cope with classroom discourse in the target language. Inbar-Lourie (2010), writing about teachers of young EFL learners, shows that linguistic choices are shaped by beliefs, context and pedagogy. This means that classroom management decisions are never neutral. A teacher may feel that switching language is efficient, but that choice still has consequences for target-language practice.
For that reason, the strongest argument is not that classroom management justifies any amount of codeswitching. Rather, codeswitching is most valuable when it removes a practical obstacle and then allows the lesson to continue with better focus. In that role, it can make the classroom more manageable without replacing the wider need for target-language use.
Benefit 3: affective support, participation and bilingual identity
A third important benefit of codeswitching is its affective and interpersonal value. Language learning is not only about processing input and producing output. It is also shaped by confidence, anxiety, belonging and willingness to participate. In bilingual classrooms, strict target-language-only rules can make some learners feel exposed, especially if they fear making mistakes or if they feel that their home language has no place in school. In such cases, codeswitching can help create a more secure and inclusive learning environment.
Levine (2003) is especially useful here because he connects beliefs about classroom language use with learner anxiety. His findings suggest that first-language use can make some learners feel more comfortable and more able to participate. This does not mean students want the target language removed from the classroom. Rather, it suggests that occasional first-language support can reduce unnecessary stress. Zainil and Arsyad (2021) also found that teachers saw codeswitching as serving not only pedagogical functions but also relational ones. Teachers used it to connect with learners, to encourage them and to manage classroom interaction more sensitively.
The issue of identity is just as important. Lewis, Jones and Baker (2012) argue that translanguaging developed partly from educational contexts in which bilingual speakers were already moving naturally between languages. García and Wei (2014) build on this by presenting bilingual speakers’ repertoires as integrated resources for meaning-making. In educational terms, this matters because it challenges the idea that the home language is merely a temporary support. In a genuinely bilingual classroom, languages are part of who learners are. When teachers allow strategic movement between them, they may also be validating learners’ linguistic identities.
Probyn (2009) provides a particularly strong example in her study of South African classrooms. She shows that classroom language practices are shaped by unequal access, social realities and tensions between policy and practice. Her work makes clear that codeswitching is sometimes a way of making learning available to students who would otherwise be excluded from the academic content. Similarly, Coyle et al. (2023), in their study of diverse bilingual classrooms in England, show that teachers need to design learning in ways that take multilingual realities seriously. This is not simply about kindness or cultural inclusion. It is about participation, access and educational fairness.
Teacher perceptions also reflect this affective dimension. Ibrahim, Shah and Armia (2013) found that teachers’ attitudes towards codeswitching were often more positive than official monolingual positions might suggest, and Hazaymeh (2022) similarly found that teachers saw it as useful for both teaching content and creating a more sociable classroom atmosphere. In that sense, codeswitching can support the emotional conditions that make learning possible.
Still, this benefit also needs careful handling. A classroom that becomes too dependent on the first language may reduce opportunities for learners to stretch themselves in the target language. The goal is not to remove challenge completely. The goal is to prevent challenge from becoming exclusion. Used strategically, codeswitching can lower the emotional barrier to participation while still keeping the target language central to the lesson.
Teachers’ perceptions of codeswitching
Teachers’ perceptions matter because they shape actual classroom practice. Even when codeswitching is useful, teachers may hesitate to use it if they believe it is professionally risky or theoretically wrong. The literature shows that many teachers have positive but cautious attitudes. They often accept codeswitching as a practical tool, but they remain aware of the need to protect target-language exposure.
Ibrahim, Shah and Armia (2013) found that teachers in Malaysian EFL classrooms generally recognised the usefulness of codeswitching, even though they did not always openly claim to use it. Horasan (2014) also found that both teachers and students identified a range of classroom functions for codeswitching. Adriosh and Razi (2019) report similar findings in Libya, where teachers and students often viewed teacher codeswitching as facilitative. Hazaymeh (2022) likewise found that many teachers believed codeswitching helped classroom interaction and learning. Together, these studies suggest that supportive teacher attitudes are common, especially where teachers work closely with learners who share a first language.
However, these positive views are rarely unlimited. Zainil and Arsyad (2021) show that teachers may not always be fully aware of how much they switch languages until they reflect on their practice more closely. This is important because it suggests that perceptions are not always simple or fully conscious. A teacher may support codeswitching in principle but still worry about overuse. Littlewood and Yu (2011) capture this tension well by arguing for a balanced approach rather than a strict ban or unrestricted use. Hall and Cook (2012) also point out that the research does not support total exclusion of the first language, but neither does it suggest that target-language exposure is unimportant.
Teachers’ perceptions are also shaped by context. In classrooms with beginners, younger learners, or difficult subject content, teachers may be more willing to codeswitch because the immediate benefit is clear. In settings where schools strongly promote English-only policies, teachers may feel they have to justify their choices more carefully. Inbar-Lourie (2010) demonstrates that teachers’ linguistic choices are influenced by professional beliefs, institutional expectations and learner age. This means teacher perception is never only a personal preference. It is shaped by policy, training and context.
Overall, the evidence suggests that many teachers now see codeswitching as a legitimate pedagogical resource, but they want it to be controlled and purposeful. That is probably the most realistic position. In bilingual classrooms, teachers need enough flexibility to respond to learners’ needs, but they also need enough awareness to avoid turning the first language into an automatic default.
Conclusion
Codeswitching in the bilingual classroom is best understood as a pedagogical resource rather than a sign of poor teaching. The literature shows that it can support learning in several important ways. First, it can improve comprehension and provide cognitive scaffolding, especially when learners are dealing with difficult concepts, new vocabulary or complex instructions. Second, it can support classroom management and pedagogical efficiency by making procedures clearer and helping lessons run more smoothly. Third, it can reduce anxiety, encourage participation and acknowledge the bilingual identities that learners bring with them into the classroom.
At the same time, the research also shows why teachers’ perceptions remain mixed. Teachers often see the value of codeswitching, but they are also aware that excessive use may reduce valuable target-language exposure. This tension is understandable, which is why the strongest position is a balanced one. Codeswitching is most effective when it is used deliberately for a clear purpose and in a way that supports rather than replaces engagement with the target language.
In the end, the debate should move beyond the simple question of whether codeswitching is good or bad. In real bilingual classrooms, the more useful question is whether it helps learners understand, participate and progress. When it does, codeswitching should not be seen as a problem. It should be seen as part of responsive and informed teaching.
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