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Part A: Essay 
Introduction
A question many parents ask when raising bilingual children is whether switching between two languages has any value or purpose. When a child alternates languages within a conversation, or even within a single sentence, adults sometimes interpret this as confusion, poor language development, or a “bad habit” that should be corrected. Baker treats this concern as one of the most frequent parent questions about bilingualism and generally reframes switching as normal, often purposeful, and not inherently harmful (Baker, 2014). This essay examines Baker’s advice critically by connecting it to key theories and research in bilingualism and second language acquisition (SLA): interactional sociolinguistics, developmental psycholinguistics switching as a strategy during acquisition, and contemporary translanguaging perspectives switching as an integrated use of linguistic resources.
The essay also responds to the reflective requirement by discussing whether Baker’s advice (a) matches experience and (b) remains relevant for parents today. The central argument is that switching typically does have value and purpose: it can help children maintain conversational flow, express identity, manage relationships, and communicate more precisely in different contexts. At the same time, switching must be evaluated carefully. In some families, frequent switching may reflect unequal input and broader societal pressures that lead to minority-language loss. Therefore, the most balanced position is to accept switching as normal and meaningful while also supporting parents to create conditions where both languages can develop and be used actively (De Houwer, 2007; De Houwer, 2009).
1. Defining key terms in bilingual development
Code-switching is the alternating use of two or more languages within a conversation, a speaker’s turn, or sometimes within a single utterance (Gumperz, 1982; Auer, 1998). Parents often describe this as “mixing”, but in research it is usually not treated as random behaviour. Instead, switching is analysed as patterned and meaningful, shaped by conversational goals and social context (Gumperz, 1982).
A second essential concept is distributed bilingual vocabulary. Bilingual children do not necessarily learn the same words in both languages at the same time. Their lexical knowledge is often linked to where and with whom they use each language, so a child may have strong home-routine vocabulary in the family language and strong school-topic vocabulary in the community language (Genesee, Paradis and Crago, 2004; De Houwer, 2009). This matters because children may switch in order to fill a momentary lexical gap, not because they “do not know” a language overall.
A third concept is translanguaging, a perspective emphasising that bilingual speakers draw flexibly on an integrated repertoire of linguistic resources to make meaning (García and Wei, 2014; Wei, 2018). Translanguaging frameworks challenge strict “two separate boxes” thinking and argue that bilingual communication practices are natural responses to multilingual lives. For parents, this is important because it offers an alternative to monolingual norms that treat mixed speech as error.
2. Baker (2014) on switching: what the advice is and why parents need it
Baker’s parent guidance typically aims to reduce anxiety and correct myths. A common myth is that bilingual children are confused if they switch between languages. Baker’s response is generally reassuring: switching is common among bilinguals, can serve communicative functions, and is not in itself evidence of cognitive or linguistic confusion (Baker, 2014). Baker’s approach fits his wider aim of helping parents and teachers make informed decisions about bilingual development, rather than reacting to fear or social pressure.
Baker’s reassurance is pedagogically important because parental beliefs influence parental behaviour. If parents respond to switching with scolding (“Don’t mix languages!”), children may become less confident, speak less, or avoid the minority language (De Houwer, 2007). If parents respond calmly, children continue receiving rich input and opportunities for use—conditions widely regarded as crucial for language development (Genesee, Paradis and Crago, 2004).
3. Switching as purposeful communication: interactional sociolinguistic perspectives
One of the strongest reasons to view switching as meaningful comes from interactional sociolinguistics. Gumperz (1982) argues that switching can function as a contextualisation cue: it helps speakers signal how an utterance should be interpreted and can mark changes in topic, stance, or interpersonal alignment. This perspective emphasises that switching can carry social meaning in the same way that tone of voice or style choice can. Auer (1998) similarly shows that switching can organise conversation, mark boundaries between conversational activities, and manage relationships in real time.
In family life, children may switch languages for reasons that are recognisable even to non-linguists. They may switch to quote a teacher (often using the school language), to express humour in a language associated with siblings, or to show closeness with a grandparent. Switching can also function as accommodation: if a child knows one interlocutor has stronger proficiency in one language, switching becomes a practical strategy for ensuring understanding.
From this angle, switching is not a weakness but a sign of developing bilingual communicative competence. It shows that the child is learning how language choices relate to social contexts and identities. Baker’s advice is consistent with this because it encourages parents to see switching as part of bilingual life rather than as a failure to “stay in one language” (Baker, 2014).
4. Switching as a developmental strategy: psycholinguistic perspectives
A second explanation focuses on bilingual acquisition processes. Genesee, Paradis and Crago (2004) emphasise that bilingual children are not simply learning “half of two languages”; they are developing two linguistic systems under conditions of varying input and use. Switching often occurs because children are still building vocabulary and grammatical resources in both languages, and the most accessible word may come from one language at that moment.
This is closely linked to distributed vocabulary. A child who learns the concept of “homework”, “teacher”, or “nursery” mostly through the community language may naturally use those words even while speaking the family language. Conversely, words linked to home routines, food, or cultural traditions may be stronger in the family language. Switching allows the child to maintain fluency and communicate effectively without stopping to search for a word.
Crucially, this behaviour does not necessarily imply confusion. Research suggests that bilingual children can distinguish between languages early and adjust their language choices according to the listener, even if their production includes cross-linguistic influence (Genesee, Paradis and Crago, 2004; De Houwer, 2009). Therefore, Baker’s reassurance is supported by developmental research: switching is often an expected feature of bilingual development, especially in early years or when one language has fewer opportunities for use (Baker, 2014).
5. Is switching random? Evidence for patterned bilingual behaviour
Parents sometimes assume that switching is “messy” or lacks structure. Classic research challenges this. Poplack (1980) argued that code-switching is not arbitrary and proposed that switching tends to occur in places that are structurally compatible across languages. While later scholarship debates whether any single set of constraints applies across all language pairs, the broader conclusion remains influential: switching often shows systematic patterning rather than random error.
Myers-Scotton (1993) also emphasises that switching can be socially motivated and structurally shaped. Her Matrix Language Frame model proposes that in many cases one language provides the grammatical frame while the other contributes inserted material. For parents, the key implication is that children can produce mixed utterances that still reflect underlying grammatical knowledge. This strengthens Baker’s argument that switching does not automatically indicate that the child lacks language competence (Baker, 2014).
A careful evaluation is needed here. Not every mixed utterance is “advanced” switching, and children’s early bilingual productions can involve simplifications or transfer. However, the existence of patterned switching and meaningful functions provides strong grounds to interpret switching as a normal bilingual resource rather than as a sign of deficit.
6. Translanguaging: a contemporary lens on switching and “value”
Translanguaging scholarship broadens the question from “Does switching have purpose?” to “Why are we treating bilingual language practices as problems at all?” García and Wei (2014) argue that bilingual speakers use their full repertoire to communicate, and that strict named-language separation often reflects institutional expectations rather than how bilingual meaning-making works. Wei (2018) frames translanguaging as a practical theory that accounts for bilingual creativity and flexibility in real contexts.
This perspective is relevant to parents because they often face social pressure to enforce “one language at a time” rules, especially in majority-language societies. Translanguaging suggests that bilingual children’s mixed practices can be legitimate ways of communicating and thinking. At the same time, parents still have practical goals: many want their child to develop confidence and competence in both named languages, including literacy in the minority language. A balanced interpretation is therefore needed. Translanguaging helps parents value bilingual meaning-making and identity, while family language planning and consistent input help ensure long-term development and maintenance of both languages (De Houwer, 2007; De Houwer, 2009). Baker’s work is broadly compatible with this balanced stance because it reassures parents while encouraging supportive practices (Baker, 2014).
7. The “bilingual advantage” debate: critical evaluation for academic credibility
Some parents ask whether switching makes children cognitively stronger. Bialystok (2001) argued that bilingual experience may support aspects of executive functioning, such as attentional control, because bilinguals manage two languages. However, later research has questioned the strength and consistency of these findings, with Paap and Greenberg (2013) arguing there is no coherent evidence for a general bilingual advantage across tasks and populations.
Switching may involve monitoring and control, particularly when children adapt to different interlocutors. Yet the strongest and least disputed “value” of switching is social and communicative: it supports meaning-making across contexts, allows children to participate fully in multilingual family life, and can express identity and belonging. Baker’s advice tends to be most persuasive when it focuses on these realistic benefits rather than promising guaranteed cognitive outcomes (Baker, 2014).
8. Part A reflective component: does Baker’s advice match experience and seem relevant?
8.1 (a) Does it match experience?
In many bilingual families and communities, switching appears highly context-sensitive. Children may use more majority-language vocabulary when discussing school-related topics, while using more family-language vocabulary in routines and cultural contexts. Switching may increase when the child is excited or telling a story, as the child prioritises fluency over strict language separation. Switching also often changes depending on the listener: children may use one language with grandparents and another with siblings, with switching occurring during group conversations. These patterns support the research view that bilingual language practices are shaped by input, relationships, and settings (De Houwer, 2009; Genesee, Paradis and Crago, 2004).
In that sense, Baker’s reassurance generally matches lived experience: switching often has a clear purpose and does not prevent communication. It can even indicate that the child is comfortable using both languages and is learning the social rules of language choice (Baker, 2014; Gumperz, 1982).
A critical reflection, however, is that switching can feel different depending on direction. Some parents are not concerned if a child occasionally inserts the minority language into majority-language speech; they become concerned when the child consistently shifts into the majority language and rarely uses the minority language. In such cases, switching can be a symptom of broader language shift rather than a neutral communicative tool. This observation aligns with De Houwer’s (2007) emphasis that parental language input patterns and family practices influence whether children actively use the minority language.
8.2 (b) Does it seem relevant today?
Baker’s advice remains highly relevant because contemporary parents are exposed to competing ideologies. Many societies still treat monolingualism as the default norm, and parents may receive advice—sometimes from well-meaning professionals—that encourages them to prioritise the majority language and worry about “mixing”. Baker’s guidance counters this by offering reassurance and a more accurate picture of bilingual development (Baker, 2014).
Relevance has increased due to global mobility, online media, and multilingual peer networks. Children often encounter languages across platforms, and families may include multiple languages within the same household. In these conditions, switching is likely to be common, and parents benefit from understanding it as meaningful rather than problematic.
A limitation worth noting for higher-level critical evaluation is that broad reassurance is not always enough. Families in majority-language environments may need practical support to ensure the minority language remains active and valued, including routines, literacy, and community links (De Houwer, 2009). Therefore, Baker’s advice is relevant and well-supported, but its effectiveness depends on whether parents can translate reassurance into sustainable daily practices.
9. Implications: what a research-informed parenting stance looks like
A research-informed stance towards switching includes three principles. First, parents should prioritise communication and emotional security. If the child is communicating successfully, switching is not a crisis. Second, parents should understand that bilingual vocabulary development is context-bound; switching may signal that one language is stronger for certain topics, which can be addressed through targeted exposure rather than punishment (Genesee, Paradis and Crago, 2004). Third, parents should be aware of social power and language maintenance. In majority-language contexts, switching may gradually become one-directional drift. Parents who want strong minority-language outcomes often need to create genuine “jobs” for that language: relationships, routines, stories, literacy, and identity practices where the language matters (De Houwer, 2007; De Houwer, 2009).
Conclusion
The question “Does switching between two languages have any value or purpose?” can be answered positively when examined through bilingualism and SLA research. Interactional sociolinguistics shows switching can be a resource for signalling stance, managing relationships, marking identity, and organising discourse (Gumperz, 1982; Auer, 1998). Developmental research shows switching can help children maintain fluency and communicate effectively when vocabulary and experience are distributed across languages (Genesee, Paradis and Crago, 2004; De Houwer, 2009). Structural accounts demonstrate that switching is often patterned rather than random (Poplack, 1980; Myers-Scotton, 1993). Translanguaging perspectives further legitimise bilingual flexibility as a natural meaning-making practice shaped by social context (García and Wei, 2014; Wei, 2018).
Baker’s advice to parents—to view switching as normal and not automatically as confusion—is therefore well-supported and highly relevant (Baker, 2014). However, critical evaluation suggests that switching should be interpreted within the wider ecology of language exposure and power. In majority-language environments, parents who want their child to maintain the minority language may need deliberate strategies to create meaningful opportunities for that language. Overall, the most defensible conclusion is that switching is typically a purposeful bilingual resource, and parents can respond in ways that protect confidence while supporting long-term development in both languages.
Part B: Short report for parents
Switching between two languages: does it have value or purpose?
Yes. Switching is usually a normal part of bilingual communication. Most children switch languages because it helps them communicate more easily and more accurately.
Why children switch
Your child may switch because:
· a word comes faster in one language,
· the topic belongs to school or home,
· they are adjusting to who they are speaking with,
· they are expressing emotion or identity in the language that feels most natural.
What you can do
1. Don’t panic and don’t shame switching. If your child is communicating, that is positive.
2. Model the language you want to strengthen. Reply naturally in that language, including the word your child needed.
· Child: “I want the blue one.”
· Parent: “Okay—the blue one. In [home language], ‘blue’ is ___.”
3. Build missing vocabulary by topic. If school words mostly come out in English, read a short story about school in the home language or talk about their day using home-language words.
4. Give the home language real reasons to be used. Regular calls with relatives, community friends, songs, bedtime stories, and routines help a lot.
5. If you want the minority language to stay strong, be consistent. A warm, stable routine is more effective than strict rules or correction.
When to get extra support
If you are worried about your child’s communication in both languages (not just one), or you notice regression, seek advice from a professional who understands bilingual development.
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