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Abstract

Code-switching, the practice of alternating between two or more languages or
dialects within a conversation, is a common phenomenon in English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) classrooms. This study investigates whether code-switching functions
as a barrier to language acquisition or serves as a pedagogical bridge. Drawing on current
literature and classroom-based observations, this article explores teachers’ and learners’
perceptions of code-switching, its frequency, and its effects on student engagement and
language proficiency. While traditional language teaching often discourages the use of
the native language in favor of immersive target-language instruction, contemporary
approaches increasingly recognize code-switching as a tool for clarification, motivation,
and scaffolding. Through qualitative and quantitative methods, this study analyzes how
code-switching contributes to or detracts from effective teaching. Results indicate that
strategic code-switching can facilitate understanding and support weaker learners, but
overreliance may hinder full immersion and slow language development. The findings
support a balanced, context-sensitive approach to code-switching, highlighting its
potential as both a communicative aid and a cognitive scaffold. This paper argues for
professional development to help EFL teachers manage code-switching purposefully,
rather than prohibitively. Ultimately, code-switching should be re-evaluated not as a
linguistic failure, but as a pedagogical resource when used judiciously.
Keywords
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strategies, teacher beliefs, language policy, sociolinguistics, communicative
competence, language scaffolding, linguistic mediation, learner identity,
translanguaging.
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Introduction

The phenomenon of code-switching in EFL (English as a Foreign Language)
classrooms has sparked considerable debate among educators and linguists.
Traditionally viewed with skepticism, code-switching has often been seen as a sign of
linguistic deficiency or as an obstacle to language immersion. However, recent
research has begun to highlight its potential pedagogical value. Code-switching refers
to the alternation between two or more languages or dialects in the context of a single
conversation or discourse. In multilingual classrooms, this behavior is not only
common but also natural, especially where students share a native language different
from the target language.

In the context of language education, especially in EFL settings where English
is taught as a foreign language rather than used as a medium of instruction, the native
language (L1) often plays a subtle yet vital role. Teachers and students frequently switch
to L1 for clarification, classroom management, or to ensure mutual understanding.
While many traditional language teaching methodologies advocate for an “English-
only” policy to ensure full immersion, such approaches may ignore the realities of
cognitive processing and learner identity. A more balanced view is emerging, suggesting
that strategic use of L1 can aid learning without undermining language acquisition
goals.

This paper explores the dual nature of code-switching—whether it is a barrier or
a bridge in the EFL classroom. It reviews theoretical perspectives, presents empirical
data from classroom observations and surveys, and offers pedagogical implications. By
examining the motives, contexts, and frequency of code-switching, this research aims
to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of its role in foreign language education.

The objectives of this study are threefold: (1) to explore teachers' and students'
attitudes toward code-switching in EFL classrooms, (2) to identify the functions and
patterns of code-switching observed in practice, and (3) to assess whether code-
switching supports or hinders students' language development. The study is guided by
the central research question: Does code-switching act as a barrier or a bridge to
effective EFL teaching and learning?

Methods

To address the research questions, a mixed-methods approach was employed
combining quantitative surveys and qualitative classroom observations. The study
was conducted in four EFL classrooms across two secondary schools in Uzbekistan
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where Uzbek and Russian are commonly spoken as native languages. A total of
8 teachers and 120 students (aged 14—17) participated in the study.

2.1 Participants and Setting

Participants were selected using purposive sampling to ensure diversity in teaching
experience, student proficiency levels, and institutional contexts. The classrooms
ranged from intermediate to upper-intermediate levels. All participating teachers held
degrees in English Language Teaching and had at least three years of experience.

2.2 Instruments

Two primary tools were used: a structured questionnaire and an observation checklist.
The questionnaire was designed to measure attitudes towards code-switching,
perceived frequency, and perceived impact. It was administered in both English and the
students’ L1s to ensure comprehension. Classroom observations were carried out over
a period of four weeks, with each classroom observed during six 45-minute sessions.
Field notes were taken, focusing on instances of code-switching, including who initiated
it, for what purpose, and in what context.

2.3 Data Analysis

Quantitative data from the surveys were analyzed using descriptive statistics and
correlation analysis in SPSS. Qualitative data from observations were analyzed
thematically, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method of thematic analysis.
Categories such as instructional, affective, disciplinary, and metalinguistic uses of
code-switching were established.

2.4 Ethical Considerations

Permission was obtained from school administrations and informed consent was
collected from participants and their parents. Anonymity and confidentiality were
ensured throughout the research process.

This methodological triangulation enabled a rich understanding of the phenomenon
from both subjective and objective standpoints. It also ensured the credibility and
reliability of the findings by cross-validating data sources.

Results

The findings reveal that code-switching is a prevalent and multifaceted phenomenon in
the EFL classroom. Both teachers and students reported using code-switching regularly,
though with differing perceptions regarding its usefulness and appropriateness.

8

3.1 Frequency and Functions

Analysis of classroom observations indicated that approximately 21% of teacher talk
and 28% of student talk involved some form of code-switching. The most common
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functions included explanation of complex grammar points, vocabulary
translation, giving instructions, managing behavior, and providing emotional support.
Teachers often used L1 strategically during transitions between tasks and to scaffold
difficult concepts. Students, on the other hand, tended to code-switch for clarification,
peer support, and during group work.

3.2 Perceptions

Survey results showed that 75% of students viewed code-switching as helpful,
especially when learning difficult material. However, only 38% of teachers believed it
was beneficial in the long term. Many expressed concern that excessive L1 use might
undermine immersion and reduce students’ opportunities for practice. Nonetheless,
most acknowledged its role in building rapport and reducing anxiety.

3.3 Gender and Proficiency Differences

A notable finding was the variation in code-switching behavior by gender and
proficiency. Female students were more likely to use L1 for peer support, while higher-
level students tended to avoid it. Less proficient learners relied more heavily on L1 for
comprehension and task completion.

3.4 Correlations

There was a moderate positive correlation (r = .48) between teacher use of code-
switching and student participation, suggesting that judicious use of L.L1 may enhance
classroom engagement.

Discussion

The findings of this study confirm that code-switching, when used purposefully, acts as
a pedagogical bridge rather than a barrier. Although concerns remain about the
potential overuse of L1, the strategic application of code-switching aligns with
principles of scaffolding in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of learning.

4.1 Theoretical Implications

The results support the idea that code-switching functions as a cognitive tool,
facilitating access to prior knowledge and reducing cognitive load. It enables students
to process new input more effectively by anchoring it to familiar linguistic structures.
Moreover, it helps maintain affective balance by lowering anxiety and increasing
student confidence, particularly among beginners.

4.2 Pedagogical Implications

Educators should consider adopting a flexible policy regarding code-switching. While
English-only environments may be ideal in immersive settings, they are not always
realistic or effective in EFL contexts. Teachers should receive training on how to use
L1 selectively and strategically. This includes understanding when to switch, how to
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return to English smoothly, and how to maintain a balance that supports rather
than hinders L2 acquisition.
4.3 Limitations and Future Research
This study is limited in scope, focusing on a small number of schools in one country.
Further research could examine code-switching across diverse cultural and linguistic
settings. Longitudinal studies could also provide insight into the long-term effects of
code-switching on language proficiency.
Conclusion
Code-switching should not be dismissed as a failure of language learning but
embraced as a resource for both teachers and students. Its thoughtful integration into
classroom practice can foster a more inclusive and supportive learning environment.
As the EFL landscape becomes increasingly multilingual, recognizing and managing
linguistic diversity through informed use of code-switching will be essential for
effective teaching.
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