Code Switching and Interaction
Summary A

Annela Teemant & Stefinee E. Pinnegar

Richard Tucker provides a description and explanation of code
switching. Judit Moskovich provides a classroom perspective on its
usefulness. As you read these quotes, think about how code switching
might support children in classroom interaction helping them to use
all their language resources to learn academic content and develop
language. How might code switching be regarded by a teacher
creating optimal conditions for second language acquisition?

Richard Tucker (Carnegie Mellon
University)
Code switching takes different forms in different situations. Children,
in particular, who are in language contact situations where they’re
adding another language to their repertoire, where they speak a
different language at home, frequently find themselves in situations
where they will interchange. They’ll insert segments of language ‘x’ in
an otherwise continuous stream of language ‘y’. Why do they do that?
Well, in some cases they do that for emotional reasons. In some cases
they’ll do that because they want to emphasis a particular point. In
some cases they’ll do that because they lack lexical access. They know
a term in language ‘x’, but they don’t know that term in language ‘y’.
We know code switching, sometimes called language mixing or
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switching, typically occurs for principled reasons. It’s usually not
random behavior, when you actually examine the typescripts or the
transcripts, from children who have been speaking spontaneously, and
you notice that there’s a flow of information in English and then
there’s a switch into Spanish, then going back into English. One of the
things we know is that these points of transition don’t seem to be
random. They appear to be principled. As I said, sometimes the
research suggests that children will do this certainly because of a lack
of lexical access. They don’t happen to know the word for a concept in
English that they’ve used in Spanish, or vice versa.
In some cases, they’ll do it to signal solidarity in group membership.
It’s a complicated phenomenon. It’s not a bad phenomenon; it’s a
natural occurrence. It’s something that’s important in terms of a
child’s identity. It’s something that’s important in terms of the
person’s ability to express himself or herself, oftentimes
misunderstood. There’s sometimes a feeling that a child who code
switches at some point will never develop control of so-called,
standard English or so-called standard Spanish. Not necessarily true
at all. There are very principled reasons why children do that; in the
same way, there are principled reasons why adults do that.

Judit Moschkovich (UC, Santa Cruz)
What I’d like to move from is thinking of either language as an
obstacle—to both languages as a resource. For example, one useful
strategy is that if you’re trying to explain something to somebody and
you try it in one language—let’s say you try it in English—and the
other person doesn’t understand. A very useful strategy, if you’re
bilingual, is to then explain it in the other language. That’s a
resource— that’s not an obstacle. That’s something that students do:
they switch languages and they say, “well, which one works to get this
person to understand the mathematics that I’m trying to get at?”
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