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Code-Switching

Introduction


Since the beginning of my career, my teaching experiences have all been in urban school districts with a largely African American population, which is diametrically opposed to my experiences in my own schooling. As such, I have had interesting and enlightening conversations with my students over the past two years, one of which included a conversation with a former student recounting her day. This student was a junior, in a teacher prep program where she receives credit for her work from a local community college. She walked into the room clearly upset and began her sentence by saying “for number one…” I stopped her immediately. I inferred from what she said that she meant “first of all” and then corrected her. A few moments later she did it again. I stopped her and asked why she kept doing that when she knew what the correct words were. She began to say that  she was comfortable and on a roll with a story, therefore she spoke like she as if she was talking to one of her friends or at home with her family, and that the “language” I wanted her to use was only meant for school and formal writing. I was taken aback and this introduced me to the idea of using home language versus school language, which had previously never occurred to me. I later discovered after a discussion in my graduate course that this concept of using different forms of English is known as code-switching. One of the first definitions of code-switching came from Carol Myers-Scotton and William Ury in 1977, who defined it as “the use of two or more linguistic varieties in the same conversation or interaction” (13). That same year, parents at the Martin Luther King Elementary School sued the Ann Arbor School District on the grounds that their children were not receiving the same educational opportunities.  It was largely due to this case that the legitimacy of African American Language was recognized and the court mandated that the Ann Arbor School District teach children, using their home language, how to read in the “Standard English”.  Almost twenty years later, in 1996, the Oakland Ebonics Resolution was formed which recognized that African American students had a different primary language, African American English, and that this language was to be used to assist them in mastering “Standard English” (Coffey, 1). 


Many perceive the United States to be behind other countries educationally, and they begin to question where this gap comes from and how do we catch up to our foreign counterparts. The answer to many of these political concerns are rooted in our educational system and the development of curriculum which has been standardized across the country. Just as all people learn differently, and we adapt our teaching styles to assist in their comprehension and retention, the curriculum of our country needs to adapt to changes in a districts demographics in order for students to benefit. In other words, one size does not fit all and I propose that educators need to consider this idea of code-switching when developing their curriculum, which may perhaps be one way to close the perceived gap. 

Problem Statement


Working in an urban school district can expose some in the field of education to a culture they might not be familiar with. The African American English, or AAE, used in and out of the classroom from students can at times seem foreign to educators since their background and formal education was based on “Standard English”, or SE. With this ever growing trend of students unable to understand the SE used in schools, it is up to educators and society to recognize that something needs to change.  Where does code-switching come from? What is the importance of addressing code-switching in education and the classroom? Can students be taught to code-switch in a regular classroom? What would code-switching look like in a foreign language classroom? As a foreign language teacher, the biggest struggle I have had with my students is having to re-teach standard English grammar in order for them to understand French grammar. How do bilingual or trilingual people adapt, and can we as educators and students learn from their abilities? Being a bilingual student myself, I hope to use the research to influence my classroom and possibly help my students develop code-switching skills. 

The Recognition of Different Vernaculars, Codes and Dialects


It would seem impossible to discuss code-switching and linguistic theories without first introducing the sociologist who gave it meaning, Basil Bernstein. Alain Sadovnik writes in his article, appropriately titled Basil Bernstein, “Bernstein was an important and controversial sociologist, whose work influenced a generation of sociologists of education and linguists” (2). Bernstein developed the theory on language, communicative codes and schooling. He argued that restrictive codes, used primarily by the working class, are context dependent and specific.  He further asserted, 


“That restricted codes are not deficient, but rather are functionally related to the social 
division or labor, where context dependent language is necessary in the context of 
production... That schools require an elaborated code for success means that working 
class children are disadvantaged by the dominant code of schooling, not that their 
language is deficient” (3)

Bernstein was essentially suggesting that if society is the determining factor in which dialect or code will be used in education, there will always be a group of disadvantaged students since we have a class system based on economic wealth. Children of the working class will continue to struggle in schools because their home code may or may not be the dominant code of society and therefore education. 


More recently Amanda Godley, Julie Sweetland, and Rebecca Wheeler define dialect as “a variety of a language that is associated with a particular regional or social group” and maintain that dialect does not mean “a lesser, informal, or ungrammatical way of speaking.” They propose that scientific research on language “demonstrates that standard dialects are not linguistically better by any objective measures; they are socially preferred simply because they are the language varieties used by those who are most powerful and affluent in a society.” (34) 
Both researchers have clearly come to the same conclusions about different codes and dialects, and the question now is how does this relate to the African American community as well as other minorities in the United States who are also struggling to succeed in a educational system designed for the majority. 

The Importance of  Addressing Code-Switching in Education and the Classroom

...

How Can We Teach Students To Adapt 


Many teachers in the field of education lack the linguistic background in the dialects of their students, and possibly the community in which they teach, to help them understand why their African American students are performing at lower levels. Rebecca Wheeler, a professor of  English Language and Literacy, who widely known for her research on code-switching, suggests “teacher education programs across the country fail to provide teachers with the necessary tools to adequately respond and communicate with their African American students from dialectically diverse backgrounds” (Wheeler, 54). To fill this gap between teacher and student, Wheeler and elementary educator Rachel Swords have developed a program for teaching Standard English to African American students in urban classrooms. The framework for their program consists of one linguistic insight and three strategies for responding to students' grammar needs. Wheeler explains that,


“When African American students write I have two sister and two brother, My dad jeep is 
out of gas, or my mom deserve a good job, teachers, traditionally diagnose “poor 
English” and conclude that the students are making errors with plurality, possession, or 
verb agreement. In response, teachers correct the students' writing and show them the 
“right grammar” (54)

Continuously correcting students and showing them the “right grammar” fails to actually teach them Standard English writing skills. When grading a student’s paper, if I notice that there is more red on the page than black, I immediately put the pen down and leave a note for the child to come and discuss the paper or assessment with me. Students can begin to feel discouraged and decide to give up once they feel as though their dialect and writing is wrong. Teachers' negative attitudes can lower a teacher's expectations, which in turn could lower academic achievement of a student. It is important to understand that students who use home dialect are not making mistakes but rather are following the language patterns of their community, which in many cases is all they know to be true.


Wheeler continues her program with three strategies that can lead students through a critical-thinking process to help them use Standard English grammar. Formative assessment is essential in finding the grammatical patterns that appear in students writing. Some that consistently emerged are: (Fogel and Ehri, 2000)

· subject-verb agreement (Mama walk the dog everyday)

· showing past time (Mama walk the dog yesterday, or I seen the movie)

· possessive (My sister friend came over)

· showing plurality( It take 24 hour to rotate)

· “a” versus” “an”(a elephant, an rabbit)

Seeing these usages as data, Wheeler suggests that the teacher assembles a set of sentences drawn from student writing, all showing the same grammar pattern, and builds a code switching chart. She provides the Formal English equivalent of each sentence in the right hand column. She then leads the students through the following steps:

Examine sentences. The teacher reads the Informal English sentences aloud

Seek patterns. Then she leads the students to discover the grammar pattern these sentences. She might say “Taylor cat is black. Let's see how this sentence shows ownership. Who does the cat belong to?” 

Define the pattern. Now the teacher helps students define the pattern by repeating their response, putting it in context: “Oh, Taylor is next to cat. So you're saying that the owner, Taylor, is right next to what is owned, cat. Maybe this is the pattern for possessives in the Informal English: owner+what is owned?”



Test the hypothesis.  After the teacher reads the next sentence aloud, she asks the 

students to determine whether the pattern holds true. It is important to test each 


sentence in this manner. 



Write the Informal English pattern. Finally the teacher writes the pattern, 



owner+what is owned, under the last sentence (56)

The use of the chart and the steps is the first strategy in the process of helping students learn to code-switch. It is termed Scientific Inquiry, because it takes the data collected from the formative assessment and uses it to break down the grammar in terms that the students can understand and essentially helps scaffold their learning. The students are engaged in the process and are drawing conclusions with guidance from the teacher. Once the grammatical rule has been broken down in a simple math problem, it can be easily applied to other sentences which hold the pattern to be true.


The next strategy is to compare and contrast the different language forms, formal and informal, building on students' existing knowledge of grammar. The teacher must lead the students to contrast the patterns of Informal versus Formal English. Students are therefore able to produce an understanding of the two language forms when they are written on the chart created in the Scientific Inquiry strategy. Wheeler explains, “The teacher leads the students to explore what changed between the Informal English sentence, Taylor cat is black, and the Formal English sentence, Taylor's cat is black. Through detailed comparison and contrast, students discover that the pattern for Formal English possessives is owner+'s+what is owned” (56)


Finally, the last strategy in Wheeler's research is Code-Switching as Metacognition. “Metacognition is the knowledge about one's own thinking process” (57) After completing the other two strategies successfully, student's are then ready to actively code-switch and intentionally choose the language that is appropriate for the proper setting (time, place, and audience) . This can be achieved by reminding students which code you would like them to use, for example, instructing students “In your school writing, which pattern should you use?” It is essential in this last strategy that students are thinking about their own learning and are reflecting on the different settings in which their dialects can and should be used.



Teaching students to consciously reflect on the different dialects they use and to 


choose the appropriate language form for a particular situation provides them with 

metacognitive strategies and the cognitive flexibility to apply those strategies in 


daily practice. With friends and family in the community, the child will choose the 

language of the community. In school discussions, on standardized tests, and in 


the world of work, the student learns to choose the expected formal language. (57)

The strategies defined by Wheeler and Swords are very applicable in a classroom setting, in fact many teachers may already be doing some form of this process without even being aware. We want our students to use metacognitive skills to think about their own thinking, and teachers should be following suit. It is crucial for teachers to adapt their teaching styles and accommodate for learners in an urban classroom who are clearly struggling with code-switching. As we look back at what Basil Bernstein said, “Restricted codes are not deficient” (2), and with this knowledge and application process from Wheeler, the “deficiency” should no longer exist. 

How Can Code-Switching Influence the Foreign-Language Classroom? 


As a bilingual speaker who grew up in Montreal, Canada, I have been taught since a young age that code-switching was essential to the process of learning more than one language. Though it had not been defined in such terms as we have already discussed, it was still a skill that had to be mastered in order to live in a bilingual country where at any moment the knowledge of two languages was mandatory by law. Grit Liebsher and Jennifer Dailey-O'Cain examined learner code-switching in a foreign language classroom between first language and second language. Their research focused on advanced learners of German, in Canada, who took part in discussions that were not from language learning tasks, but rather from readings, including articles that were completely in German.


It was essential to look at this group in this class as a community of practice, which they define as “a group of people who are mutually engaged in a joint enterprise with shared repertoire of styles” (236). 
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