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Code-Switching and Code-Mixing in Children: A
Sign of Bilingual Competence
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Abstract

There is a misconception that code-switching and mixing in child
language, unlike adults’, is not rule governed. Recent studies, however,
have noted that code-switching in children is not a result of confusion
but a rule-governed phenomenon. There are differing perspectives on
the development of code-switching and mixing patterns in children. It
is unclear whether code-switching in children is structurally different
from adult code-switching and to what extent it is rule governed. To
show code-switching in children as a sign of bilingual competence, this
article reviews existing studies on child code-switching in relation to the
theoretical frameworks that explain code-switching in bilingual adults.

Keywords: Child language development, bilingualism, code-switching,
code-mixing

Code-switching and code-mixing are pervasive in bilingualism. While
research has extensively investigated code-switching in adult language,
it has been considered a sign of confusion in children (Deuchar, 2006;
Pollack, 1980; Poplack et al., 2012) and slow development (Chiocca,
1998; Watson, 1996). In this article, the term code-switching is used
to refer to interstitial switches, and code-mixing is used here to refer
to extrasentential switching between languages exclusively. The
problem with studying code-switching in bilingual children arises from
comparing the patterns in children and adults. Early childhood cognitive
and linguistic developments are not comparable to the abilities that
underlie adult code-switching. So, there is a need to see the nature of
code-switching in child bilinguals. Exploring the phenomenon of code-
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switching and mixing in children also allows for examining factors other
than linguistic competence that encourage the mixing of languages.
Often, children code-switch due to various functional reasons such as
context and the interlocutor’s choice of language (Nicoladis & Genesee,
1996; Paradis et al., 2000). The nature of code-switching in child
language poses implications for understanding the nature of language
development (Paradis, 2007; Tucker, 1997).

Bilingual Acquisition and Code-Switching

Bilingual development in children has been widely debated (Grosjean,
1989; Sorace, 2011). Research shows that bilingual acquisition does
not negatively affect language development in children compared to
monolingual development (Bialystok, 2015; Paradis & Genesee, 1996).
On the other hand, there is a general perception that code-switching is
a sign of confusion between languages. Studies on code-switching try
to find whether bilingual children have different systems of linguistic
representations for different languages or a fused system (Lanza, 1997;
Petitto et al., 2001). Although the literature on the unitary system
hypothesis does not explicitly regard a fused linguistic representation as
a sign of confusion between two or more languages, it does not illustrate
the rule-governed nature of code-switching. The first part of this article
will explore the theoretical approaches to linguistic representations
of child bilingual repertoire. Studies pertinent to code-switching and
mixing patterns in bilingual children will be reviewed to illustrate
its rule-governed nature. Furthermore, this article will discuss the
sociolinguistic and psycholinguistic factors regulating code-switching
in bilingual children.

Two different patterns of acquisition: simultaneous (exposed to two
languages before the age of 3 years) and sequential (the new language
is introduced after three years of age) have been distinguished. Studies
testing the hypotheses of unitary and differentiated language systems
concern simultaneous bilingual development. Volterra and Taeschner
(1978) proposed the unitary language system hypothesis. According
to this hypothesis, the simultaneous exposure to language leads to a
fused lexical system in the initial stages, followed by a separation later.
This position draws upon the principle of mutual exclusivity (Markman
et al, 2003) in word learning, according to which children do not
produce synonyms of the same word in the initial stages. Contrary to
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the principle of mutual exclusivity, studies have shown that bilingual
children produce translated equivalents of words as early as eight
months (Genesee et al., 1995; Healey & Skarabela, 2008; Nicoladis, 1998;
Nicoladis & Genesee, 1996; Petitto et al., 2001; Quay, 1995). The violation
of the mutual exclusivity principle invalidates the claim for a fused
lexical system in early bilinguals. Thus, the claims of the differentiated
language system hypothesis are confirmed.

Empirical evidence on the relationship between the rate of code-switching
in adult and child are inconsistent (Goodz, 1989; Nicoladis & Genesee,
1996; Paradis & Genesee, 1996), and these studies are not generalizable as
they are based on individual case studies (Meisel, 1994; Petersen, 1988).
The relevance of the modelling hypothesis was studied by Comeau et al.
(2003). Six English French bilingual children with an average age of 2;4
showed that the bilingual children were sensitive to the code-switching
in the interlocutor’s input. The key finding of this study was that the
code-switching rates of bilingual children were regulated by the rate of
code-switching in the input received from adults.

Code-switching and mixing in children have also been interpreted as
bilingual children’s strategies to navigate meaning and fill gaps in the
lexicon (Moore, 2002). It serves as a learning tool in bilingual classrooms
to help students engage with the meaning of the text. Code-switching
marks the speaker’s identity as the interlocutor and the wider linguistic
community (Auer, 2013; Gardner-Chloros, 2009). Chung (2006) observed
that two Korean American children exposed to Korean and English
simultaneously from an early age switched based on the other members’
language preferences. Thus, code-switching in children demonstrates
grammatical competence and an understanding of language socialization
patterns. Additionally, discourse-related code-switching for topic shift
and emphasis has been noted in bilingual children (Genesee & Nicoladis,
2007; Lanvers, 2001; Vihman, 1998).

Grammatical Constraints in Adult and Child Bilingual Code-Switching

Studies on the underlying pattern of code-switching in adult bilinguals
have found that the interaction between two languages in code-switched
utterances is grammatical (Myers-Scotton, 1993; Poplack, 1980). Various
grammatical constraints such as equivalence and free morpheme
constraints have been theorized from the linguistic perspective.
According to the equivalence constraint, code-switching is possible
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when the surface structure of two languages maps on to each other.
For instance, English has an SVO word order while it is SOV in Tamil.
In line with the equivalence constraint, only a switch in the subject
position is possible in Tamil-English code-switched utterances. The free
morpheme constraint claims that code-switching cannot occur between
a free morpheme and a bound morpheme unless the free morpheme is
phonologically integrated into the language of the bound morpheme
(McClure, 1981; Pfaff, 1976; Sankoff & Poplack, 1981). The constituency
size constraint states that code-switching is more likely between larger
constituents than smaller constituents and lexical items (Osborne,
2008). However, these constraints were violated in a few languages, like
Spanish-Hebrew (Berk-Seligson, 1986). The code-switching patterns in
child bilinguals are based on grammatical categories available to them
at a given point in language development. This hypothesis is supported
by data from longitudinal studies (Meisel, 1994; Paradis et al., 2000).
Meisel (1994), studying the French-German code-switching, observed
that grammatical constraints operate only at the developmental stage.
Nonetheless, the fact that the data informing this study (Meisel, 1994)
is drawn from observations of only two bilingual children limits the
validity of the observations. Insufficient empirical evidence to validate
the constraint-based approach to code-switching led to the Matrix
Language Frame Model (Myers-Scotton, 1993, 1997).

Language Dominance and Matrix Language Frame Model

The Matrix Language Frame (MLF) is a more efficient way of
understanding the structural integrity of code-switched utterances. MLF
model assumes that one language is used to a greater extent (i.e. the
Matrix Language, ML) than the other language (i.e. Embedded Language,
EL) in code-switched utterances. The grammatical framework of code-
switched utterances is informed by ML grammar, while EL contributes
lexical items such as content morphemes. A study on word-internal code-
switching investigated the impact of language dominance on the types
of code-switched utterances found in the English-Danish child language
(Petersen, 1988). The findings illustrate the dominance hypothesis, which
states that grammatical morphemes of the dominant language can mix
with lexical morphemes of dominant and non-dominant morphemes.
However, non-dominant grammatical morphemes cannot mix with
dominant lexical morphemes.
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Paradis et al. (2000) examined the French-English code-mixing of 15
children (age range 2;0-3;6) for instances of violation of constraints set by
the MLF model. The results showed that code-mixing violations mainly
occurred in the context of the System Morpheme Principle (SMP). The
late external system morphemes (for instance, third-person singular in
English) in the ML+EL constituents are usually from ML (Myers-Scotton
& Jake, 1995). Paradis et al. (2000) noted that violation of the SMP was
found in the early stages of bilingual development when children had
not acquired system morphemes such as agreement and tense. Although
SMP violation reduces over time, they claim that this developmental
trend is observed only in the case of SMP. This observation does not
corroborate a general developmental shift in child bilingual code-
mixing. In conclusion, the study by Paradis et al. (2000) claimed that
code-mixing in child bilinguals follows the constraints found in adult
bilingual code-mixing. This finding highlights the similarity of linguistic
representations underlying code-switching and mixing patterns in
bilingual adults and children.

Conclusion

This article has revisited studies on child bilingual code-switching
and mixing to demonstrate the rule governed nature of the code-
switching phenomenon. A review of the unitary and differentiated
language systems hypothesis clarified that code-switching in child
language does not reflect confusion. Rather, it is a phenomenon of
bilingual development reflecting the interaction between two languages.
Moreover, the communicative intentions of code-switching in bilingual
classrooms highlight code-switching as a conversational tool for efficient
and creative language use. Existing frameworks of code-switching,
such as grammatical constraints and MLF models, were reviewed. The
findings of the studies reviewed in this article demonstrate that the code-
switching performance of child bilinguals is like that of adult bilinguals.
Instances of constraint violations noted in this article are an exception
in the performance of bilingual children whose language development
is not complete. Therefore, code-switching among children is indicative
of bilingual competence.

Finally, itis essential to consider the limitations of the existing approaches
to code-switching, as research on this phenomenon accounts for bilingual
but not trilingual code-switching. Bilingual code-switching does not

ISSN: 2227-307X Language and Language Teaching Issue No. 22, July 2022



92 Fahima Ayub Khan

fully represent the intricacies of interaction between the languages of
multilingual populations (Stavans & Muchnik, 2008). Furthermore,
most studies that empirically validate existing frameworks of code-
switching have primarily examined English and typologically similar
languages. The study of code-switching will benefit from investigating
the linguistic competencies of people in postcolonial countries, as they
often constitute highly multilingual communities.
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