On the Value and Purpose of Code-switching

Code-switching, as held by Heller (2010, p. 1), is “the use of more than one language in the course of a single communicative episode.” It may occur in large blocks of speech, between sentences or within sentences (Baker, 2014, p.134). From Baker’s point of view (2014, p.137), code­switching is undoubtedly a valuable and purposeful communication strategy. In light of his article, the essay summarizes the value and purpose of code­switching proposed by Baker and analyzes the relevance of his propositions today.
1. The Value and Purpose of Code­switching Proposed by Baker (2014)
Baker (2014) dealt with the value and purpose of code­switching from both the linguistic and non-linguistic perspective. That is too say, people code-switch not only to express and clarify linguistic meanings, but also to indicate social and power relationships.
From the linguistic perspective, the main use of code-switching is to facilitate conveying or emphasizing meanings. For example, at home, parents may give a demand in two languages to underline it. In classroom settings, teachers may explain a concept twice in both native and second language to make reinforcement. Sometimes people in daily conversations refer to expressions or previous conversations in another language when they are unwilling to stop to think of equivalents or explain or translate in the current conversation language. In addition, people may habitually discuss certain subjects or topics in one language.
From the non-linguistic perspective, code-switching is utilized due to interpersonal or social factors. In informal occasions, people code-switch to interject or interrupt conversations, or exclude others from conversations. In formal circumstances, code-switching can release a signal of easing tension or injecting humor. At any time, code-switching may indicate the interlocutor’s willingness either to approach or to keep distance.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]2. Code-switching in Direct Experience
As far as I am concerned, the use of code-switching to convey linguistic meanings as well as to manage social relations matches my experience. First, code-switching is valuable in that it helps to fulfill or reinforce communicative intentions. On our campus, sometimes a Chinese lady who married to a foreign teacher goes out for a walk with her bilingual daughter. Once I heard her harshly shouting to the child “Don’t touch it!” with both English and Chinese to reinforce her demand. When I was in middle school, my English teacher spoke English most of the time but she would switch to Chinese when explaining complex grammar or language points to clarify her meaning. Now with my classmates in the professional doctorate program, I’ve articulated such sentences as “Ah! One assignment is due next week and I must finish it before the deadline” in Chinese as a whole but with “due” and “deadline” in English. On one hand, the exact equivalents of these two words are not easy to find in Chinese. On the other hand, I think this code-switching can best convey my anxiety.
In social contacts, speakers employ code choices rationally, as a way of establishing their social position or relationships. There were two Korean girls in my class when I was in high school. Both of them were Korean-Chinese bilinguals who used Chinese very well to communicate with Chinese teachers and classmates. But I noticed that whenever they spoke to each other, they only use Korean, probably as a way to establish identity and show intimacy, sometimes probably just to make the conversation understandable only to themselves. This is consistent with Baker’s view (2014) that code-switching may communicate common identity and friendship and may exclude people from a conversation.
3. The Relevance of Code-switching in Learning and Teaching Today
Besides immediate experience and intuitive feelings, a growing volume of studies have proven that Baker’s view (2014) of encouraging code-switching in teaching and learning is still relevant today. To begin with, for language learners, code-switching gives them communicative advantages. In other words, code-switching is a necessary and valuable communicative resource to help them successfully cope with the current bilingual situation. Recent studies have attempted to explore the value and purpose of code-switching through a pragmatic approach for it assembles linguistic, cognitive and social factors that interact with one another in analyzing communication. A representative model of this approach is the Linguistic Adaptation Theory (LAT) proposed by Verschueren (2000). In light of LAT, interlocutors’ code-switching manifests their adaptation to the linguistic reality, social conventions, psychological motivations with the ultimate purpose of achieving success in communication. From this perspective, code-switching is goal-driven, or in Baker’s word “purposeful” (2014, p. 137). It is a dynamic process within which interlocutors make their linguistic choices continuously and negotiatively to facilitate their communication.
In the meantime, psychologically, the use of code-switching makes language learners feel more secure and balanced in their multiple identities. To seek the underlying motivations that shape speakers’ linguistic choices, Howard Giles (1991) proposed the concepts of “convergence” and “divergence” in Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT). In his proposition, speakers seek to converge or diverge through their language choices (Giles, 1991). When speakers want acceptance or approval in a social situation, they tend to converge their speech to that of their interlocutor. In contrast to convergence, speakers may also engage in divergent speech, in which they emphasize the social distance between themselves and their interlocutors by using linguistic features characteristic of their own group. In other words, communication convergence and divergence have the potential of linking code-switching with psychological needs such as seeking social approval and maintaining group identity (Ng and He, 2004). From the above example of the two Korean girls in my class, when they speak with Chinese people, they desire to present themselves as a member of this speech community, so they adopt Chinese to converge. But if they speak Korean when there are Chinese people around, their intension is most likely to emphasize the identity difference between Chinese people and themselves. Through the code-switching based on mental or cognitive processing of shortening or keeping social distance, second language learners manage to strike a balance between their multiple identities. To a large extent, this ability to converge and diverge in bilingual situations can give the learners a sense of security in identities, thus raising their self-esteem, which is beneficial to their psychology and character.
As regards teaching, in the first place, code-switching in class may help to provide comprehensible input for language learners. As put forward by Krashen (1985), one essential condition for learners to acquire a target language is the adequate exposure to comprehensible input containing i+1, which is a bit beyond learners’ current competence. If immersed in the all-target-language environment, learners may find the target language far beyond their understanding, which is detrimental to their language absorption and processing. As far as the comprehensible input is concerned, the content rather than the form of the language is mainly emphasized. Code-switching, though neglecting form to some extent, can actually help learners by connecting the language input with their current knowledge. In view of this, well-managed code-switching can to a large extent, ensure that the language is beyond learners’ competence but not beyond their understanding, thus helping them move to a higher level gradually. To inspire parents and teachers in confidence, it has been proved that providing at least some instruction in learners’ native language benefits academic performance (Marian et al. 2013; Rolstad et al. 2005; Slavin and Cheung, 2005). In addition, an accumulative volume of empirical researches has proven the benefits of two-way or dual language bilingual education, which adds to the rationality of code-switching.
Another crucial point in effective language learning is to ensure that learners hold a positive attitude towards language exposure. Krashen (1985) suggested that the optimal learning effect is achieved by learners who have a low or weak affective filter. If teachers alternate between learners’ first and second languages when illustrating abstract concepts or difficult instructions, learners will be very likely to find the class more comprehensible. As a result, the atmosphere is very likely to be relaxing, thus preventing students from frustration and anxiety. In other words, code-switching, as an effective method to provide comprehensible input and create less stressful environment, can help to reduce learners’ negative feelings, which is beneficial for their language absorption.
To be sure, it would be wrong to suggest that code-switching is correct and valuable under any circumstances or in any stage. For example, it is possible that too much reliance on code-switching may hinder the development of both languages，making language learners “unable to cope in the curriculum in the school in either language” (Baker, 2014, p. 150). In some cases, unempathetic majority language children may adopt code-switching as a way to tease or isolate minority language children. These are outcomes to be mitigated or prevented.
4. Conclusion
In general, the ability and utility of code-switching is likely to be an asset for language learners in this increasingly globalized world to facilitate their communication with a larger population and to psychologically maintain their multiple identities. Meanwhile, code-switching helps to provide comprehensible input and mitigate affective filter. We conclude that the adoption of code-switching is beneficial in multiple ways and should be seriously considered for both language learning and teaching today.
Advice to Parents on Code­switching

Families bringing up bilingual children are very likely to confront the issue of code-switching, namely “the use of two or more linguistic varieties in the same conversation” (Myers-Scotton, 2000). Many parents, eager to adapt their children to the majority language community as soon as possible, may feel uncomfortable or anxious when their children code-switch. Some of them even take code-switching as a taboo to be avoided at home. However, recent evidence suggest that parents should hold a more positive and tolerant attitude in this regard.
1. Hold Positive Attitude
[bookmark: OLE_LINK9][bookmark: OLE_LINK10]To begin with, it is highly recommended that parents regard code-switching as a natural phenomenon and a useful communicative tool for bilingual children. As suggested by Baker (2014), code-switching is typical and to be expected in the early stages of bilingual development. Very few bilingual children never mix languages. Therefore, there is no need for parents to feel anxious about their children using code-switching. Meanwhile, in consideration of the importance of code-switching to facilitate communication, overcome psychological barriers and foster positive feelings, parents should firmly hold the belief that the appropriate use of code-switching is valuable and purposeful. As proposed by Swain and Lapkin (2000), restricting or preventing the use of native language is to make learners lose the chance of employing a useful tool. In other words, when promoting bilingual children’s communicative ability, code-switching should be regarded as a beneficial method. In general, code-switching is both natural and useful. Such attitude is a premise and basis for parents regarding the issue.
2. Be Tolerant
Having embraced code-switching as a natural phenomenon and a useful communicative tool, we suggest that parents try their best to avoid criticizing or frequently interrupting children’s use of code-switching, showing too much concern and anxiety. In other words, being tolerant is the best and foremost option for parents in this regard. On the one hand, previous studies failed to find a link between the correction from parents and the decrease of children’s code-switching. As found by Hei (2002), when parents initiate a discourse in one particular language, the younger speaker often choose not to conform because of their lack of proficiency in this language. On the other hand, if parents pay too much attention on children’s code-switching, it is highly possible that their anxiety or anger will pass on to children, thus bringing a negative effect on their language development. A constant focus on language correctness and form is unnatural for children, who take more interest in contents and activities (Baker, 2014). In other words, children are only curious about the world created by languages, not the languages themselves. If frequently criticized or corrected when speaking, children are inclined to be inhibited in language output, making their language development slow and tardy. 
To reassure parents, a typical research by Thomas is often cited. Thomas (2012) looked into the code-switching of 40 children with case studies, in which families are diversified in terms of being strict with rules versus being tolerant with flexibility. Strict and anxious parents fear that if they give up the requirement of language form, their children may fall into the pit of inadequate attainment of the languages. But in real practice, it is revealed that whether parents set up rules or not, they ultimately succeeded in bringing up bilingual children as anticipated (Thomas, 2012). That is to say, parents who tolerate code-switching are also successful in raising children bilingually. The prohibition of code-switching is by no means an essential condition for children’s language development. Therefore, to avoid making children inhibited, we attach great importance to form a relaxed and active atmosphere at home with kind tolerance of code-switching.
3. Keep Language Separation
Taking the functions of code-switching and the importance of relaxed home atmosphere into consideration, we suggest that parents tolerate the use of code-switching at ease. However, we do admit that different families have different favourite patterns. If parents cannot stop being concerned with language forms and want to achieve language “purity” as soon as possible, some strategies may help.
The common notion for these strategies is language separation, suggesting that parents adopt approaches to keep language boundaries. As claimed by Thomas (2012), parents should keep languages separate if at all possible when children are less than three years old. To achieve such separation, family members should set certain default codes regarding who talks to whom in what language in what occasions. One frequently used option is the “one person-one language” (OPOL) approach, in which each parent speaks a different language to the child (Baker, 2014). For example, if parents have different native languages, both of them speak their own language to the child from birth. Or if parents have the same mother tongue but both with high proficiency of a second language, one parent use the mother tongue while the other the second language. In both cases, parents speak only one language to each other, based on their emphasis on maintaining one ethnic language or speeding up the acquisition of the target language.
An alternative for parents is the “context-oriented” approach, in which both parents use one particular language in most occasions, with the other one in some specific contexts. For instance, parents as well as children use the specified language in religious rituals or in weekend schools for ethnic experience. They may also opt to separate language inside or outside home, or to use the second language on certain days of the week. But compared with the OPOL approach, these alternatives need more consciousness and manipulation of parents, which may reduce their feasibility to some extent.
As claimed by Baker (2014), when language is separated along lines of different people, contexts or even different times, children tend to get the notion that language compartmentalisation exists. Code-switching may still happen from time to time in the early stages, but boundaries enable a smooth transition to a stage where children keep their languages relatively separate. The point was also illustrated by Yu (2005), who found that if parents keep on using a language when responding to their children’s code-switching, their children usually follows the parents’ pattern.
As mentioned before, the language separation strategies are most suitable for families with at least one parent proficient in the majority language. If neither of the parents speak the majority language well, the strategies may be hard to carry on. In conversations, parents may provide broken sentences and children may choose not to follow, bringing poor effects. Yu’s research (2005) proved that when parents’ level of the majority language is not high, the children tend to use more code-mixing even if their parents initiate conversations in the majority language. In such occasions, children seem to know that the ethnic language would make the communication more efficient and bring fewer burden to their parents. As noticed by Baker (2014), children are talented interlocuters who learn quickly with whom they can code-switch, and with whom they should use one language.
4. Have Proper Expectations
If a child is to be raised as a bilingual, one important point for parents is to have proper expectations in different stages. A two-year-old bilingual child should not be expected to keep languages totally separate, but a bilingual pupil is highly possible to stick to a language in specific contexts. Bilinguals own a combination of two languages that are both separate and integrated. With the integration between the two languages, concepts learned in one language can be easily transferred into the other (Baker, 2014). As illustrated by Poplack (1999, p.351), high code-switching rates in the early stages of bilingual development seemed to reflect children’s inability to make a difference between the two languages. With the development of language proficiency, the ability to make the languages separate also grew, resulting in a progressive decrease in code-switching. In this sense, parents should adjust their acceptance of code-switching in line with different levels of language development and language proficiency.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK17][bookmark: OLE_LINK18]Besides, it is improper to expect that bilinguals should have the same linguistic repertoire as monolinguals. Bilinguals use different languages with different people in different situations, while monolinguals have relatively simple language environment, thus it is unfair to compare them regarding language attainment and usage, especially with regard to code-switching. According to Poplack (1999), code-switching can be divided into three categories from the perspective of structure, including inter-sentential code-switching, intra-sentential code-switching and tag switching. Inter-sentential switching appears in two sentences. Intra-sentential switching occurs within sentences. Tag switching refers to code-switching occurring at the tag part of sentences. Based on previous research, notional words account for the largest part of intra-sentential code-switching (Redlinger and Park, 1980), the occurrence of which, therefore, is mainly due to children’s lack of vocabulary. Such substitution of words will gradually diminish with language development. However, inter-sentential code-switching and tag switching are usually linked with sociolinguistic or psychological motivations, which may linger for quite a long time. Indeed, this gives bilinguals the advantage and flexibility to move between different languages, cultures and identities in various situations. Such code-switching should not be expected to disappear totally.
5. Conclusion
Code-switching, though common in the process of second language learning, is used to be questioned or even disparaged by some scholars and parents. With the accumulating researches and evidence, it is of necessity and great importance to reveal the value and purpose of code-switching. The essay highlights the importance of accepting children’s use of code-switching. If necessary, parents can adopt strategies to guide their children to separate languages progressively. But with the recognition of its functions, parents shall never expect their children to abandon code-switching totally.
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