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Abstract 

This study investigated the functions, types and frequencies of code switching in the 

teachers and students discourse in ELT classrooms. To this end, the participants of this 

study including two groups of teachers and students were selected. The first group of 

participants were two EFL teachers teaching general English courses (at two different 

levels of proficiency) in an institutional program in Oil Ministry Center of Isfahan. 

Another group of participants were 20 students in two classes. All sessions of an entire 

semester was videotaped. A coding scheme was developed for classifying teachers’ and 

students’ instances of CS into relevant functions. The current study shows that the 

majority of CS in the classroom is highly purposeful, and related to pedagogical goals. 

Also, the research found that pedagogical functions were more frequently fulfilled 

through CS compared to social functions both for teachers and students. The present 

study can help teachers to have a better understanding of teacher and student code 

switching in ELT classrooms and to use CS in the direction of teaching and effective 

learning. 

Keywords: Teacher Code switching, Student Code switching, Functions of Code 

switching 
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1.1. Introduction  

Code switching (hereafter CS), which may be briefly defined as the alternate use of two 

or more languages in the same utterance or conversation (Grosjean, 1982; Milroy & 

Muysken, 1995) has attracted much attention in last decades. As a common occurrence 

in ESL/EFL teaching /learning process, CS can be “evidenced along the entire 

continuum of proficiency” (Brice, 2000). Studies seem to suggest that teacher and 

student CS, whether in teacher-led classroom discourse or in teacher-student interaction, 

may be a language strategy serving a variety of pedagogical purposes. 

     Many researchers devote their attention to bilingual classroom CS of various types, 

while there are only a few studies of CS in the foreign language classroom. In the 

second language acquisition (SLA) context, CS has turned out to be a more complicated 

issue since the foreing language is both the means and the end of the classroom 

communication (Qian, Tian, & Wang, 2009). While in sociolinguistics CS has been 

described as a skilled performance, in SLA it has been looked upon as a symptom of 

error and lack of competence (Belz, 2002). 
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     Classroom CS can be looked upon from both historical and socio-affective 

perspectives. From the historical viewpoint, some of the most widely used teaching 

methodologies, such as Direct method and Audiolingualism, have claimed that students’ 

L1 must be avoided in the classroom for the sake of better language learning (Larsen-

Freeman, 2000). This claim is mainly based on two psycholinguistic justifications: the 

first one originates from an analogy between L1 and L2 learning implying that like 

children who acquire their first language without the help of any other linguistic code, 

L2 learners must experience the same situation if they want to be successful. However, 

such an analogy is based on a wrong comparison because L2 learners have an already 

built linguistic system which is not possessed by L1 learners. The second justification 

stems from the notion of language compartmentalization and suggests that L1 and L2 

exist as separate systems in bilinguals’ brain and that the application of L1 in L2 

learning hinders rather than helps the process (Saville-Troike, 2006).  

     From the socio-affective point, the proponents of the exclusive use of the target 

language believe that it makes the language real for the students and helps them 

experience unpredictability and develop their in-built language system (Macaro, 2001; 
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Mugla & Seedhouse, 2005). Moreover, it leads to greater motivation on the part of the 

students because they see the immediate use of the target language to fulfill their needs 

(Turnbull & Arnet, 2002). It also maximizes the exposure to the target language, 

especially in the EFL settings where students have little contact with the FL outside the 

classroom (Cook, 2001). The studies conducted on teacher CS from such a perspective 

(e.g., Duff & Polio, 1990) proposed a virtual position (Macaro, 2001) according to 

which the class is like the L2 community and nobody, including the teacher, is supposed 

to speak in the L1. The outcome of these studies was prescribing some guidelines for 

minimizing the use of the L1 in the classroom (Mugla & Seedhouse, 2005).  

     Fortunately, language teaching profession has outgrown such simplistic views 

toward the use of L1 in the classroom. On the one hand, it is now stated that the 

exclusive use of the L1 by itself does not guarantee successful L2 learning. Edstorm 

(2006), for example,  proposes that the excessive use of the target language might play 

the role of a demotivator as students find it redundant, especially when they are engaged 

in negotiation of meaning. Furthermore, Philipson (1992) adopts a political stance 

toward the issue and claims that the exclusive use of the target language has been a 
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strategy used by western colonizers to exercise linguistic imperialism. On the other 

hand, language teaching experts believe that the careful use of L1 can be an instrument 

in the hand of teachers to promote student learning (Atkinson, 1993; Kharma & Hajjaj, 

1989; Cook, 2001; Macaro, 2005). In addition, according to Atkinson (1987), we should 

not ignore the value of the use of L1 in the classroom because it is not only the preferred 

strategy for students to surmount their obstacles of speaking in the target language, but 

also a humanistic approach to permit learners express their feelings and an efficient way 

for saving time. Also, the use of the L1 provokes discussion and speculation, develops 

clarity and flexibility of thinking, facilitates teachers and students’ relationships, and 

increases their awareness of the inevitable interaction between the first language and the 

FL (Harbord, 1992). Research studies that have scrutinized teacher CS from such a 

perspective are closer to the optimal position which states that L1 has some value in the 

learning process and should be utilized in the appropriate time and place (Macaro, 

2001). These investigations have tended to describe non-judgmentally when and how 

teachers code switch in the classroom, rather than prescribe what they ought to do to 

reduce the amount of the L1 use. 
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1.2. Statement of the problem  

The phenomenon of CS in multilingual and bilingual communities became the focus of 

interest in recent researches. Investigations on classroom CS have been carried out in a 

broader variety of language environment, from bilingual classrooms, to second language 

learning classroom, and recently, to foreign language learning classroom.  Different 

approaches and models are defined and it is investigated at different levels of language 

such as syntax, discourse and analyzed based on social and extra linguistic factors. 

Although much attention has been paid to the functions and reasons of CS in bilingual 

context, the importance of CS in ELT classroom and its effect on learning is somehow 

ignored. In the present study, the functions of CS from teacher and student perspectives 

through two different levels of proficiency are examined and discussed. This study 

highlights the effectiveness of CS by representing different approaches and models on 

this phenomenon. Many of these findings on L1 and L2 use are based on periodic 

observations in L2 and FL classrooms. By looking at two teachers L1 use over the 

course of an entire semester, the present study provides a longitudinal perspective. 

    The kind of research problem addressed in this study is to determine the functions, 
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types and frequencies of CS in the teachers and students discourse in ELT classrooms. 

Specifically, this study by providing a qualitative and quantitative analysis of its 

linguistic features, the functions of its occurrence and frequencies is going to investigate 

teacher and student CS between English and Persian in EFL classroom.  

1.3. Research questions  

CS is not only an interesting phenomenon in bilingual environments, but can also be 

very common in foreign language learning/teaching settings. Most research on teacher 

and student CS has been originated in contexts quite different from EFL classroom. 

English is taught in Iran mainly as a subject at school and seldom practiced in the broad 

social environment. Foreign language teachers and students are frequently observed to 

employ the alternation of the mother tongue and the target language, i.e., CS in the 

classrooms. One may wonder how the teachers and students switch codes and what 

specific pedagogical purposes or functions CS serves in EFL classroom. The purpose of 

the present study is to describe the CS patterns occurring in teachers’ and students' 

utterances and explain the functions of switches in the EFL classroom setting, therefore, 

is to provide answers to the following questions: 


