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Abstract 

CODE-SWITCHING A STRATEGY FOR TEACHING EFL STUDENTS  

IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL IN CHINA 

Bao Ou 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Madelon Kohler-Busch 

Code-switching (CS) is a common phenomenon in English classes in China. This study 

explores the application of CS in Chinese EFL primary school classrooms. Through the literature 

review, not only the definition and classification of CS are discussed, but also the advantages and 

risks of using CS are explored. The study found that although CS has many advantages for EFL 

primary school classrooms in China, teachers need to maintain a balance between using students' 

native language and target language, avoid abuse of CS, and adjust strategies in time according 

to teaching results. 
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Chapter I Introduction 

Many countries have become bilingual or multilingual due to globalization. It is common 

in the world we live in to communicate in multiple languages or to switch between them. Since 

the 1960s, researchers in Western countries have been interested in Code-switching and EFL. 

This “Code-switching” has been studied with various methodologies, which has established a 

solid foundation for further investigation. It is impractical to ignore the advantages of code-

switching as a useful and acceptable teaching strategy. It makes communication between 

teachers and students easier, which increases the efficiency of foreign language teaching 

activities and promotes the teaching of English in primary schools. Code-switching helps the 

teaching of English for various reasons, for instance, improving future accessing of class 

material, and it can also help students learning the target language. It is important to look into the 

reality of code-switching in English learning environments.  

Statement of the Problem 

Language barriers may lead pupils to feel lost when learning English in Chinese 

elementary schools. Some teachers use code-switching as a teaching tool. Concerning the 

question of whether or not teachers should use code-switching in the classroom, researchers 

differ. While some believe that code-switching might enhance learning, still there are critical 

voices. Others believe that creating an immersive linguistic environment is preferable. 

I worked as an English teacher with students from ages three to 12 for seven years, and 

found that speaking in English only was ineffective. Sometimes learning outcomes are improved 

when a specific lesson was taught in both Chinese and English. I found that students can learn 

concepts more rapidly. For example, if abstract vocabulary or grammatical rules are originally 
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explained in Chinese and then taught in English later, this method will enhance students’ 

understanding. 

Definition of Terms 

Code-switching 

It is described as the simultaneous and alternate use of two or more languages or 

linguistic types in the same discourse, speech, or conversation (Gardner-Chloros, 2009). In brief, 

code-switching is the process of switching between languages during a talk or conversation. As 

used in a foreign language acquisition classroom, it describes how language teachers switch 

between using their first language (L1) and the target language as a communication tool as 

necessary. 

EFL 

It is the abbreviation for English as a Foreign Language: the teaching of English to 

students whose first language is not English (Longman, n.d.). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the use of code-switching in elementary school 

English classes. 

Research Questions:  

1. What are Code-switching's advantages and risks in Chinese EFL classes?  

2. How could the teaching of English in elementary schools benefit by code-switching? 

Significance of the Study 

Teachers can learn effective teaching strategies by studying code-switching theories, 

methodologies and strategies. It may also be applied to other subjects in multilingual contexts 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/us/dictionary/english/first
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/english
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/language
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/english
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and serve as a resource for policy-makers as well. For these reasons, code-switching should be 

considered for elementary school English courses. 

Delimitation of the Study 

This study will be conducted through research at the Karrmann Library at the University 

of Wisconsin-Platteville. This study mainly uses online networks to collect data. Google Scholar 

and the various databases and other publications of Karrmann Library will be the primary data 

collection platforms. Search terms such as "Code-switching," "EFL" and "EFL in China" will be 

used to ensure that the resulting data is relevant to the research objectives. 

Methodology 

The research design of this study is a comprehensive literature evaluation and theoretical 

analysis. The main methods used are literature review and theoretical research, with the purpose 

of analyzing the advantages and risks of code-switching in Chinese primary school classrooms, 

and I explored the potential value of code-switching in primary school English teaching. 

Review of the Literature 

In order to study the role of code-switching in primary school English teaching in China, I 

conducted a comprehensive analysis of relevant literature. This paper focuses on the application 

of code-switching in the classroom context. Readers of this study will gain a clearer understanding 

of the current situation and will be able to identify areas from the literature review that can be 

pursued in the future. 

Theoretical Analysis 

In addition to the literature review, I analyzed the basic definition and related theories of 

code-switching. This study discusses code-switching from different perspectives, such as 
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informational code-switching, emotional code-switching, classroom discipline management 

code-switching, and analyzes the causes of code-switching, so as to provide suggestions for 

primary school English teaching. 
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Chapter II Review of Literature 

Definition of Code-Switching 

The concept code-switching (CS) was first came up by American linguist and sociologist 

Goffman (1959) in his book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life in 1956. In this book, 

Goffman uses the term "code-switching" to describe the phenomenon of people switching 

between norms of behavior and role playing in different social scenarios. After this, it has been 

explored by linguists since the 1960s. With the research on bilingualism by Gumperz and his 

associates in the 1960s and early 1970s, Second Language (SL) educators came to realize that 

CS was a common manner of communicating rather than an unusual, isolated phenomena. In 

Chapter 4, "Conversational code switching," of Gumperz's (1982) book Discourse Strategies, the 

author discusses code-switching in depth. According to Gumperz, conversational code switching 

can be defined as the juxtaposition within the same speech exchange of passages of speech 

belonging to two different grammatical systems or subsystems. Gumperz (1982) also maintains 

that the alternation consists of two consecutive sentences, for example, when someone replies to 

someone else or repeats what they have said in a second language. This behaviors however is not 

universally accepted according to Milroy and Muysken (1995), it is "perhaps the most significant 

problem in bilingualism research." They also note that CS research started out more slowly than, 

for instance, research on borrowing or what was once known as interference. According to Auer 

(1998) in his monograph Code-Switching in Conversation: From the perspective of Language, 

Interaction and Identity, code-switching is the phenomenon in which bilingual or multilingual 

speakers interchangeably use two or more languages in communication. That study analyzed 

code-switching data of two groups of bilingual children (ages 1-6 and 2-11) to understand the 
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data from the perspective of pragmatic choices and constraints. This study found that bilingual 

babies use code-switching to attract attention or express their needs (Auer, 1998).  

Gardner-Chloros (2009) describes in her book Code-switching that code-switching is a 

phenomenon, which refers to the use of several languages or dialects in the same conversation or 

sentence by bilingual people. It affects practically everyone who is in contact with more than one 

language or dialect, to a greater or lesser extent. Because it is so common, one could argue that 

the application of code-switching in L2 language instruction could be beneficial. For instance, it 

may enhance students' knowledge of language and culture by encouraging them in understanding 

the grammar, sentence structure, and usage of the target language. Additionally, code-switching 

can boost student participation and motivation for studying, which may enhance learning 

outcomes. However, some research has indicated that code-switching may have some 

disadvantages, such as overuse of the mother tongue, which can become a reliance and be 

negative to target language input and output. Nilep (2006) suggests that codes emerge through 

interaction and become relevant when participants in discourse treat them as such. He highlights 

"code-switching" as a way to contextualize communication by using different grammatical 

systems. This context can be local (like the end of a turn) or macro (like social classification). It's 

crucial to realize that this signaling is done through interactions between participants. 

The Main Types of Code-Switching 

Code-switching has been classified and studied by many scholars in the field of EFL. 

Gumperz being one of them. Gumperz's research includes situational code-switching and 

metaphorical code-switching. These two kinds of code-switching happen when a speaker adapts 

their language to fit the situation they are in. Situational code-switching occurs when people use 
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one language in one context and a different one in another. It's crucial that there be no topic 

switching involved. Metaphorical code-switching is the process of changing the language used as 

the topic of conversation shifts. For instance: a. Teachers may temporarily switch to Chinese 

when they must communicate a difficult idea in English that is simpler to express in Chinese. In 

order to help pupils better comprehend abstract English words like "democracy," teachers may 

define or give specific examples in Chinese. b. Teachers can use Chinese to explain similar 

concepts from Chinese culture or to illustrate the differences between the two cultures while 

focusing on concepts connected to Western culture. For example, teachers could bring up 

traditional Chinese holidays like the Spring Festival in Chinese while talking about Western 

holidays like Christmas. c. When instructions need to be delivered quickly or clearly, teachers 

might use Chinese to keep the classroom in order. In this case, the teacher might alert and warn 

the student in Chinese if they are not paying attention in class or if they are breaking the rules. 

Poplack's (2004) classification of code-switching includes three types: inter-sentential 

switching, intra-sentential switching, and tag switching. This classification emphasizes how and 

where code-switching occurs at different sentence levels. Inter-sentential switching occurs at the 

boundary between two sentences or clauses, and each sentence or clause belongs to a different 

language. Intra-sentential switching involves switching within a sentence or clause. Tag 

switching refers to the insertion of an additional element (tag) of another language into a 

sentence or clause expressed in a single language, which does not have to occur at the end of the 

clause; it can occur anywhere in the sentence. 
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Advantages of Code-switching in Chinese EFL classes  

There are some advantages of using Code-switching in elementary EFL classes in China. 

The first advantage of code-switching is that it encourages cross-cultural understanding and 

acceptance. Teachers can explain the differences between Chinese and Western cultures or 

introduce concepts from Chinese culture by using code-switching. This aids in the development 

of cross-cultural awareness and respect in pupils as well as a deeper understanding of other 

cultural origins (Qian et al., 2009).  

For example: 

T: In many Western countries, people celebrate Christmas by exchanging gifts and 

spending time with family.  

S: (Confusion) 

T: (The teacher continues) 在许多西方国家，人们通过交换礼物和与家人团聚来庆

祝圣诞节。在中国，我们庆祝春节，人们会团聚一起吃年夜饭，放鞭炮 (Getting together 

with family and sharing gifts is how many people celebrate Christmas in Western countries. It is 

similar to how China celebrates the Spring Festival by having dinner together and bursting with 

fireworks.)  

S: (Students nod, showing comprehension and an understanding of the differences 

between Western and Chinese culture.) 

The second advantage of code-switching is that it helps students understand the material 

being taught and enhances their deeper understanding. According to Zhang (2003), Code-

switching may increase communication clarity and effectiveness. Teachers could use their native 

tongue—Mandarin, for example—when clarifying difficult topics or words to make sure pupils 
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understand them better. Such a strategy can enhance the effectiveness and clarity of instruction, 

particularly when explaining ideas that are challenging to explain in words.  

For example: 

T: The sun rises in the east and sets in the west.  

S: (Confusion)  

T: (The teacher continues)The sun rises in the 东方(east) and sets in the 西方(west)。  

S: (Students nod, showing understanding of the meaning). 

In this kind of learning situation, students are going to struggle with a lack of vocabulary 

in the target language since they have limited acquisition in English vocabulary or sentence 

structures, which makes it challenging for them to comprehend the lesson material or the 

teacher's classroom instructions. In this situation, teachers might ensure that conversation in the 

classroom progresses smoothly, effectively prevent communication interruptions, and accurately 

convey their own thoughts by using proper code-switching to explain the target language in their 

native language. 

The third advantage of code-switching is that it promotes classroom management and 

ensures the uninterrupted progress of classroom instructions: A forty-minute session is too long 

for them because of psychological and physiological factors, therefore there will sometimes be 

disobedience of classroom rules. Code-switching could be helpful to keep students in line when 

they are observed failing to follow rules in the classroom. Teachers could warn students in their 

native language, which helps to maintain classroom order and promotes a smooth course of 

teaching. It also prevents the students from experiencing the embarrassment of being disciplined. 
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For example: 

T: Please be quiet. It's class time now.  

S: (The students are still whispering)  

T: Students, please settle down. It's class time. (Teacher repeats reminder in Mandarin)  

S: (Students quiet down and begin to pay attention to the class) 

In this example, the teacher used code-switching to remind the students to be quiet in 

Mandarin, which effectively maintained class discipline and ensured the smooth progress of 

class teaching. This way not only avoids embarrassing students, but also achieves the purpose of 

managing the class. 

Risks of Code-switching in Chinese EFL classes 

There are advantages to using code-switching in primary English as a foreign language 

(EFL) classes in China, but there are also some risks as well.  

• Inhibiting Full Immersion Teaching 

According to the "Input Hypothesis" put forward by Krashen (1987), language learners 

require a significant amount of meaningful input relevant for their present level of language 

acquisition. This is the key to acquire a language. The theory "Input Hypothesis" states that 

language input that is just a little bit above the learners' present language proficiency is the main 

method by which language acquisition is conducted. Teachers may use the target language for all 

instructional tasks in the full immersion mode, including questioning, instructing, giving out 

assignments, and communicating. This method of instruction, which has been shown to provide 

impressive language learning outcomes, allows kids to be completely immersed in a second 

language setting and study the language in all subject areas starting in elementary school. 
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The "Output Hypothesis" of Swain (2005) states that language output, or communicating 

in the target language, is equally essential to acquiring a language. Communicating in the target 

language helps learners discover their own language use gaps, which inspires them to choose and 

use more language structures. Learners continuously adjust their language output throughout a 

discussion until the other person understands it. With all-English immersion instruction, students 

may acquire a lot of comprehensible language information while being completely immersed in 

the target language environment. The theory of output hypothesis states that in order to 

encourage acquisition, various output exercises have to be included. She recommends that 

educators provide a variety of output activities, including role plays, group discussions, and oral 

descriptions, to allow students to practice using the target language in relevant communication 

situations. As noted by Swain, teachers have to monitor their students' language forms during 

output exercises, provide constructive criticism and suggestions, and help students in developing 

their vocabulary and grammar. This may help students make corrections, and learn new words 

while improving their communication abilities. 

• Overuse of native language:  

Students who switch codes too frequently may become too reliant on their native 

language, which could impede their ability to learn and become fluent in English. With only 

three English courses each week in elementary school, for instance, in my school, pupils need 

more time and chances to learn and practice the language. 

• Confusion of knowledge points:  

Students may become confused between the two languages, particularly while practicing 

grammar structures, if their native language appears often in English lessons. English word order 



 

12 

is more flexible because it is a more synthetic language, but Chinese word order is strict. Many 

words in English have morphological changes, while Chinese words do not change in the parts of 

speech because it is a more analytical language. The word order and purpose of the modern 

Chinese language determine how well it communicates. For instance, the sentence "If you don't 

want to eat, you don't have to eat" would become completely illogical if its order were switched. 

However, you might say the opposite in English expressions. For example: If you don't feel like 

going, you don't have to go, or You don't have to go if you don't feel like going. 

Teaching benefits of Code-switching in Chinese elementary school  

Using Code-Switching to Highlight Difficult Concepts and Help Students Understand Them 

The teacher uses Code-switching in the classroom to explain difficult concepts by using 

English and Chinese explanations to help the students expand their vocabulary and cultural 

concepts. It is easy for students to comprehend and it helps in their understanding of what they 

have just learned. 

Code-Switching May Reduce or Eliminate of Barriers to Communication 

For instance, a particular situation is when students represent their home towns in class. 

The student say: "I am from an amazing city that is well-known for... for... 老师，龙虾

的英文怎么说？(What is the English term for lobster, teacher?) The English version of the term 

"lobster" , for the student, the word is unfamiliar. He's not sure how to express it into words. 

Code-switching is used to reduce barriers to communication so that the students may feel free to 

express themselves. 
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Encourage Students and Draw Their Attention 

Students experience sudden linguistic shifts when the teacher engages code-switching. It 

may draw students in, get them focused on the presentation, sometimes even provide support. 

For instance, after reading one of the sentences in class, the instructor may ask, "Any volunteers? 

Can someone try to interpret this sentence? “翻译错了也没关系，有同学可以试试看吗?” 

(Can someone try it? It doesn't matter if you're incorrect.") Here, the teacher uses Code-

switching to get students' attention and motivates them to participate in conversation. 

Code-switching can create a friendly and close relationship between teachers and 

students, and strengthen the connection between them. 

Students in English classes naturally make errors when responding to questions. There 

are several situations of silence. Teachers should aim to preserve the children's dignity and avoid 

undermining their self-confidence at this stage, rather than offering harsh criticism directly. 

Typically, teachers would say, "回答错了也没关系" (Just try! It's okay to get it wrong!") Thus, 

Teachers and students will feel more comfortable if they have a pleasant relationship. 

Summary 

Through literature review, this chapter reviews the research of linguists such as Gumperz, 

Shana Poplack, and summarizes the definition, classification, advantages and risks of code-

switching and its impact on English teaching in Chinese primary schools. In this study it is 

argued that teachers should not abuse code-switching, and adjust the teaching strategy according 

to the actual learning situation of students. This is to assure that code-switching plays a 

functional role. 
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Chapter Ⅲ Conclusions and Recommendations 

Conclusions 

The main focus of this study is to discuss the application of code-switching in Chinese 

primary EFL classroom. Through review of scholarly literature, this paper discusses not only the 

definition and classification of code-switching, but also the advantages as well as risks of using 

this teaching strategy. According to Gumperz's (1982) classification, code-switching can be 

divided into situational code-switching and metaphorical code-switching. According to Poplack 

(2004), code-switching can be divided into: inter-sentential switching, intra-sentential switching, 

and tag switching. There are many advantages to using code-switching in primary school EFL 

classrooms in China, especially for students who are new to English, or for new teachers. 

Teachers can use code-switching to help students understand abstract concepts, differences 

between Chinese and Western cultures, and for classroom management, especially maintaining 

discipline.  

In addition to these advantages, there are also some risks in the use of code-switching, 

such as the overuse of code-switching, which can make students overly dependent on their native 

language and hinder students' understanding and acquisition of the target language. Due to the 

different grammatical structures of Chinese and English, frequent use of code-switching may 

make it difficult for students to master English grammar, vocabulary and sentence structure. 

According to Input hypothesis and Output hypothesis theory, students need more input and 

output of target language in order to better master the target language. This study found that 

although code-switching has many benefits for EFL classrooms in Chinese primary schools, 
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teachers need to maintain a balance between using students' native language and the target 

language, and make timely adjustments through teaching results. 

Recommendations 

Based on the above conclusions, there are some recommendations: Firstly, teacher should 

use code-switching appropriately to avoid over-reliance on the native language. When using 

code-switching, teachers should ensure a clear purpose, such as explaining difficult concepts, 

comparing cultural differences, or maintaining classroom discipline. At the same time, teachers 

should gradually increase the use of the target language to enhance students' language 

acquisition. Secondly, teachers should flexibly adjust the frequency and mode of code-switching 

based on students' individual needs and language proficiency. For students with lower language 

proficiency, the native language can be appropriately used to aid their understanding; for 

students with higher language proficiency, code-switching can be reduced, encouraging them to 

use the target language more for communication. Thirdly, in order to increase students' interest 

in the target language and their participation in class, teachers can organize various forms of 

classroom activities. For example, asking students have group discussions and role play, and 

have students master the target language in simulated real situations. Teachers should pay 

attention to students' language use in these activities and provide feedback and suggestions 

positively to help students improve their expression skills. Finally, the education department can 

draw on the successful experience of English teaching in other countries and combine those 

insights with the actual situation in China to formulate teaching strategies suitable for Chinese 

primary school students' English learning. Through continuous learning and practice, constantly 

help teachers to improve their teaching skills. 
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In conclusion, code-switching is an effective teaching strategy for Chinese primary 

school English classrooms, but teachers need to use it very carefully and avoid over-reliance on 

their native tongue. Through continuous practice and repetition, code-switching can give full 

play to its advantages in English teaching, and constantly improve the quality of English 

education in China. 
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