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Codeswitching in the Nige

Department of General Studies, |

Abstract: Codeswitchme has been defined
discourse: Codeswitching i language parl
of expresstons ol ditterent languages i
codeswichimy aftects the vompetence of the
those otfermg Enghish Language under Gener
who often use the mother tongue outside
et language. Owr study here reveals thy
poreet language. The paper therefore sugeests th

on the danaers ol ¢ mk‘\\\.lh‘hln}; rieht lrom seecond

Introduciion

English language wachers in the
Nigerian universiues are concerned about
the  mdiscriminate use  of the  mother
oneue instead ot English fanguage code in
the university environment. To an average
tiehly placed Nigerian, 1t s evident ll{ul

there 15 currently a greater incidence of
deviation trom the accepted norms  of

correctness than there were in past vears.

Cniversity  students adopt all Kinds  of

sategies  lor communication  among
which s code  swutching. With  the
adoption  of  Enghsh  language as  the
natonal othicial Tanguage m 1947 n the
popular Richard’™s consttuuon, (Olapade,
1uR7:7 3, Enghish language teachers have
cngaged themselves i activities aimed at
teaching and promoting Enghsh language
dequisition  and  usage o the  society.
Developmental English language courses
a~ m o Remedial and  General  Studies
[nelish language programmes have been
mounted and  vigorously pursued  within
and without  the university  environment.
One of the objectives of such English

euage courses, according o Oluikpe
and Nwacgbe (1979.257). 15 1o equip the
student with  the ol of  effective
communcation so that m his own essay
writing and public speaking, he will use
appropriate and exact  words, constuct
correct and - meaningful - sentences and
organize s thoughts nto effecuve
paragraph  units  towards achieving the
VAIOUS  PUrposes ol L‘l'lllllllllllIt'illil'lll". I

dogiven situation
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rian University Environment

R.C. Chike-Okoli,
ederal University of Technology, Minna, Niger Statc.

asatotal shift from one language to another withw the same
dneeis one of the phenomena that determine the level of complexity
The focus i this paper 15 1o determime m what ways
learner of 4 second language m the Nigerian university. espectally
al Studies 1t is generally believed that English Language learners
the classroom reduce their chances of achieving competence n the
i 11111\--.-.r.~.|1;._siudcnlx who switch codes do so to the detriment of the
dbian ntensive awareness programime be movnted for students
dry school so as 1o redirect them toward the target language.

line with this objective, English language
teachers will naturally expect their efforts
to result in a widespread ability 1o use
English language effectively both inside
the classroom environment and outside of
it.  Environment here  represents  the
confines of the university.

[t 1s believed that Enghish language
learners who often use the mother tongue
or any other language outside the
classroom situation reduce the chances of
achieving  competence i the  target
language code. It 1s a general expectation
that university students would conduct
their discussions more often in the target
language at lcast i the university
environment.  Regrettably,  this 15 not
always the case. Rather thun apply the
target language code (English language), a
great number of students switch from the
English language to the native linguage,
and vice versa. during their discussions.
This 1s why this study s mterested n the
causes of code switching and its
consequences for language leaming. It s
hoped that by the end of the study, solution
would have been reached w0 at least
munimize this incidence ol code switching
especially in the university environment.
The focus of this study s the Federal
University of Technology, Minna.

The concept of code switching

Code switching v a hnguistic
sttvation o which a bilingual individual
alternates  language  codes m a given
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discourse.  According to  Todd and
Hancock (1986:117) code switching refers
o @ speaker’s ability 0 move from one
variety of language to another in responsc
o people or event. Oluga, Adewusi,
Babalola (1998:18)  described code
switching as “a socio-linguistic habit of
bilingual and multilingual  individuals

involving interlarding  of  different
languages  in speech  or  writing™,

According to them, it is a total shift from
one language to another within the same
context. Code switching is a very common
phenomenon  in bilingual  societies in

which an individual enjoys the freedom of

language choice. This phenomenon seems
o occur more among youths especially
those i the university where there are a
diversity of native language groups.

A student whose mother tongue is
the Igbo language can switch from the

Igbo language to English or vice versa. For

instance:

Kedu maka your health? (How is
vour health?)

Nvem my money. (Give me my
moncy).

Let us hear, nwokem. (Let us hear

my man).
A student whose mother tongue is
Hausa language cun switch from Hausa

language  to  English  language. For

instance:
Zan je Kasuwa, immediately after
my lunch. (I will 2o to the market
immediately after my lunch).
Bani kudi na before 1 call the
police. (Give me my money before
I call the police).
A student whose mother tongue is
Nupe language can switch from Nupe
language o English  language.,  For
Instance:
La ewo yami belore 1 lose my
temper. (Give me the money before
['lose my temper).
Bami rakada we ngba before (he
examination, (Lend me your book
to read before the examination),

, . Nov.. 2007
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This type of cn(lc‘.\Wi.i(:hing!‘ufld,
sometimes code mixing 15 fast gaining
patronage among undereraduates. In Igbg
parlance, 1t s p()pul:\rly. known hy.
speakers as Engligho, meaning a blend of
English and Igbo languages.

Purpose of Study S

The purposc of this study is to find
answers (o questions raised in the mind of
teachers of English language on the issue
of code switching in the university
environment. Causes and effects of code
switching on language acquisition and
usage will also be examined.

Thercfore, among the questions the
university students will provide answers (o
are:

. Why students switch codes in the
university environment instead of
using the target code only:

ii.  Whether there are other speech
events or certain types of situations
where they do not code-switch:

. How the students themselves view
the code switching habit:

iv.  Whether code switching  affects
English language acquisition and if
yes, how:

V. Whether code switching has anything
to do with the quality and quantity of
larget language use.

Methodlogy

This study took place at the Federal
University of Technology. Minna. Nigeria,
where English language g laught as a
second language in (he General Studies
Department. Only 100 jevel students who
are bilingual formed the population out of
Wwhich samples were drawn. Multilingual
students were excluded. ;

- The  questionnaire formed  the
MAJor instrument of Jary collections for
this Study. Forty copies of 4 nineteen item
questionnaire weye administered on forty
rzfl]f]mnly‘sclcclcd bilingual swdents from
(lll!ercn'l linguistic backgrounds.

~There  were [y open-ended
questions to ensure freedom of expression
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of opiions and there were also close-
ot pestions where several  options
coen. Al the  questions  were
sty meet the purpose of the study.

Riview
The essence of language teaching
o opart the desired code in the
aices s also expected that language
feamnere would take advantage of this to
ccovipeoad improve the skills learnt. One
si the wavs of doing this is a willingness
ind rezdiiess o apply the desired code in
their discassions and other activities within
ond outide the learning  environment.
wecnc, they say, makes perfect. It is by
oo oractice that proficiency can be
actieved The learning of a  second
tanennee does not and should not end in
ihe ¢'us00m but should extend to usage
ouistde the classroom environment. Thus,
. 0! language acquires meaning by
seane weed to identify objects and things
ceand the learner.

U afortunately, what seems to have
virtinkes the Nigerian  university
nvironnent is a blend of the mother

ionpue and the English language. Students
s aften seen and heard switching from
one cuage code to the other during

ion. Teachers and researchers
frave o ithe whoie hccn concerned about

——

bearners :aklng it that lhe switch cuhcr
1t 4 failure to learn the target

i “niguage or an unwillingness to do
Lation where students come out of

st Enuiish language class and go ahead to
wos of converse in their own native
: generally  indicates that
vt 18 Wrong somewhere — either

0 e tesson itself or with the students.
Cummins and Swain (1986:105) contend
hut “proaress in the second language 1S
teilitared if only one code is used” both
r:c[ outside the classroom. They
- that teachers who use the target
“tusively tend 10 counteract the
aruon to the native language. This 1s
#<0 tree of students who ¢ XLIUSIV{’,ly use

I‘\m ‘HH?
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the target code. They tend (o get used to
using it as they use it now and again.
Eldridge (1996:310) argued against this
line stressing that the manifestation of
code switching can be analysed in !erw of
inter language. He said that “code
switching is developmental and any
premature attempt to reduce its use would
thus 1mpcdc second Janguage acquisition”.
This is one of the explanations he gave
after a study where he proposed that “code
switching appeared to be a natural and
purposeful phenomenon. which facilitates
both communication and leaming™.

In a detailed study in which he
intended to find out why students code
switched in a Turkish Secondary School
and what consequences it had for their
second language, a number issues
emerged. 24% of the sample cases studied
showed that they code switched because
the required item in the target code was
simply unknown. In “his” words, the
respondents gave the following answer.
“Because when I speak English sometimes
I don’t know the word and [ use a native
word” (Eldndge. 1996:305).

Another issue that emerged from
Eldrndge's study is that code switching
functions as “m-group” wdentity. It may
seem 1o be a refusal w commit oneself to
all the oblications of being foreign while
maintaining the right to be in the school to
lean target code™ (Eldnidee, 1996:305).

However, Wardhaugh (1986:102)
stated that “sohdarity with listeners, choice
of topic and perceived social and culwral
distance... are products of the sometime
unconscious motivation of the speaker..
apparently many speakers are not aware
that they have used one particular variety
of a language rather than another or
sometimes even that they have switched
languages™. He also noted that certain
social situations may require that one code
be used rather than another. even though
that second code is known o all
participants but the first only to some.
Nevertheless.  Wardhaugh.  (1986:100)
attributed code switching to the fact that
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“most speakers command several varicties
of any language they speak, and
bilingualism, even multilingualism is the
norm for many people  throughout the
world rather than unilingualism. People
then, are usually forced to. select a
particular code whenever they choose (o
speak, and they may also decide to switch
from one code to another....” In his own
study, Preston (1989:38) stressed that “a
change of topic or some other variable
seems (o account clearly for the switch o
another code™. He suggested that this type
of language shift is affected to meet social

demands  particularly — in bilingual
CnvIironments.
Oluga, Adewusi, Babalola

(1998:20)  similarly  highlight  factors
affecting code switching which included
bilngualism.  According to them, “the
ability to speak two or more languages by
the communicators or the need to display
therr competence in these languages has
been identified as the basic factor
responsible  for code-mixing and code
switching among communicators”. They
also identified ‘context’ as another factor
determining code switching. In their study
they showed that code switching usually
occurred n an informal context or setting
or environment. They noted it was rare and
inappropriate mn formal settings, like news
broadcasts, public lectures, job interviews.
offictal  and  formal  communication
situations. Among other factors, Oluga,
Adewusi, Babalola (1998:20-21) also
identified the topic of discussion and the
status  of discussants as affecting code
switching. They are of the opinion that in
the field of law, Latin expressions can be
used to express ideas, in the field of
Biology, Greek or Latin names are given
as the botanical or zoological names of
plants and animals, in African culture and
tradition, some indigenous words do not
have English interpretations and are
brought in like that into the speech code.
Also. people of the same status and rank
can code-switch easily without being
misunderstood. They also found out that

” Moy . HHYT
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the relationship between pnrlicip:m'u, affect
code  switching irrespective of  status
variation, Close participants like 4 husband
and wife, brother and sister or friends, will
casily switch codes in the course of
discussion,

Another factor identificd with code
switching is when pcnplc want to prevent
others from understanding exactly what
they discuss, they will switch 'cudcs’ in
order to monopolize the discussion.
“Incompetence” s another - factor
identificd by Oluga, Adewusi & Babalola
(1998:21) as affecting code switching”
[nability to use the language of discussion
effectively and efficiently may cause code
swilching in an attempt to explain
concepls or ideas better especially where
there is no other alternative.

On  whether  there  is  any
relationship  between  the  level  of
achievement in the target code and the use
of code switching strategies. Eldndge
(1996:310) concluded that “there may be a
strong relationship between learner styles
and abilities  and code  switching™.
According to him, “when they are forced
to, some learners can function quite
comfortably in the target language without
code switching even at relatively carly
age”. He pointed out, however, that no
relationship exists  betwcen level of
achievement in the target language and usc
of code switching strategics. High
achieving and/or intelligent students code-
switch as well as others. To assume that
the highly competent students in the target
language code-switch 1o the native
language less than others may not be
correct. )

Nevertheless, 1t is only appropriate
that formal siwations should require
formal target codes but informal settings
may experience code switching here and
there. But when code switching takes over
a learner’s speech domain, fossilization
sets i and the acquisition of the target
code is endangered.

In briel, there is no doubt that code
switching —exists in  the  university
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epvironment and the writer does not think
that the trend can  enhance second
language 1\':;_umng. Our English language
learning activities must be protected from
local  and  sub-standard  language
pollutions. This is why this paper will
assess the causes and effects of code
switching among university
undergraduates with a view to finding
solutions to them.

Analysis of Data Collected

Out  of 40  questionnaires
administered only 38 were properly filled
and returned. Only 33 out of the 338
respondents indicated that they code-
switch within the university environment
while 5 indicated that they do not. All
respondents  are  monolingual  native
language speakers who learned to speak
English as a sccond language. &
respondents are females  while 25 are
males. Only those who indicated that they
code-switch were studied. Out of 33
respondents  who  indicated  they code
switch. 8 (24.2%) said they code switch
verv often. 6(18.2%) said they code switch
often and 12 (36.4%) said “not often™.
7(21.2%) were ‘uncertain’ how often they
switch codes.

On why they code-switch, various
options were given them 1o choose from.
13 (39.4% ) of the respondents code-switch
because they “don’t want certain people (o
understand what they say”. 10 (30.3%)
said it is because “it has become part of
them while 10 (30.3%) others said they do
it unconsciously”. Only 8 (24.2%) said
they code-switch because “they could not
say everything” they wanted 0 say n
English language. while 6 (18.2%) said
they were “afraid of making mistakes” in
English language so they code-switch 1o
cover up errors. 7 (21.2%) of respondents
said they code switch to keep their “local
languages alive” while 5 (15.1%) said they
code-switch whey they “don’t know the
fight words (o use in English”. On whether
there are sitations where they will not
switch  codes  within  the university

Nov.. 2007
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environment. 16 (48.5%) respondents said
“Yes' while 17 (51.5%) of them said *No’.
Out of the 16 respondents who said “Yes’,
10 (62.5%) would not switch codes n the
lecture hall while 3 (18.7%) said they do
not code-switch when talking to a stranger
and 2 (12.5%) do not code switch when
addressing a meeting. 1 (6.2%) will not
code-switch when he visits an officer of
the university in the office. On how they
feel about code switching, 18 (54.5%) out
of the 33 respondents said 1t is normal to
code-switch while 15 (45.5%) others are
contrary to that. On the effects of code
switching on their spoken English, 20
(60.6%) respondents said code switching
affects their spoken English competence
negatively while 13 (39.4%) respondents
said it does not affect them at all.

On the effect of code switching on
their English language examinations, 15
(45.5%) out of 33 respondents said it does
not  affect  their  performance in
examinations while 18 (534.5%) said 1t does
affect their performance. Concerning their
own attitude to code switching, 19 (57.6%)
respondents said they do not feel
comfortable switching codes while 11
(33.3%) respondents are comfortable with
it and 3 (18.7%) respondents are silent on
this. Generally, out of all the 33
respondents studied, 28 (84 8%) said 1t 18
possible to avoid code switching while 5
(15.2%) contradicted this.

Summary
From the analysis of data, the
findings are summarized as follows:

i.  Students vary in their responses on
why they switch codes within the
university environment but the
majority opinion is that they code-
switch to prevent certain people
from understanding what they say.
This 1s followed by those who
code-switch because it has become
part of their speech pattern. They
are followed by those who do so
‘unconsciously’.  Only a small
percentage said they code-switch
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because  they  could  not  say

svervihing they wanted to say in

language,  There are
vatious other reasons given why
they  code  switch.  The  writer
theretore believes  that  students
dernve some ntnnsic satistaction
from code switching since it meets
the purpose for which it is used.

. The fact that there are some speech
avents/sitations  where  some
respondents will not code-switch is
an ndrcation that code switching is
a0t hereditary in them and that they
can choose not o eode-switch.,
Others sl who will switch-code
anywhere imply that they have also
made a chowce to  code-switch
anyvwhere.

n. Maonty of respondents teel code
switching s normal which means
that code switching 1s an accepted
speech pattern among them and 1s
cradually taking over their speech
culture. However, there are sill
some¢ who know that there s an
accepted English language
standard.

v Code switching  affects  English

acquisition and

tiguish

language
perfonmance in the examatons of

majority  of  respondents
negatively.  In this  respect. 1t
boecomes necessary to discourage
code switching nght from the early
cears o educanon. Many of them
believe that code switching 1s not
an  unavoidable phenomenon. A
majority ot the respondents are
average  performers  an Enghsh

lancuave examunations.

Implications

Teaching and learning aims that the
wreet code will be used by learmers in therr
daily conduct of aftairs within and outside
the  unnversity. I code  switching s
surposeful. learmers can also be taught to
schieve the same purpose using the target
code  So. educationists have o find out

Nov . 2007
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what these purposes are and I(:cu.s. ?n
English for Specilic Purpose (ESP). ‘H ‘ne
Enelish language syllabus al the primary
unJ secondary school levels lays cmphasis
on ESP. most of the students
communication nceds would be met even
from that carly stage. '

While it may scem that certain
code switching habits arc developmental
and thercfore transient, it should not be
taken for granted. In the monolingual
situation. as the one studied, if the target
code strategies and functions are not
attended 1o at the carly stage, fossilization
mav oceur in form of code switching. In
that state, the learners arc at  a
disadvantage linguistically when they meet
a target language situation and there, code
switching may persist.

Recommendation

In view of the study above, 1t 1s
recommended that English for Specific
Purposes (ESP) should begin at a
relatively early stage of education to avoid
environmental influences that take their
toll on the target language acquisition of
learners. This should go hand in hand with
the teaching of grammar at that stage.
Secondly, adequate awareness should be
created to bring home the cventual
detrimental ~ consequences ol code
switching on target language acquisition
and usage both in the immediate and
distant time. This paper also recommends
that  workshops and c¢xhibitions  be
included in the school curriculum to
enable students see and interact with the
environment using the accepted  target
code. This can also reduce incidents of
code switching among leamers of English
language.

Conclusion

Code switching must be fought as a
monster and  cankerworm  both ‘m the
learmers home front and i the school
programmes beginning from the primary
sehool right 1o the tertiary imstitution as
code switching s capable of eroding the
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progress pursued in the English language

teaching and leaming programme,
Parents must ensure  (hat

children use only the accepted correct

forms of  English language  for
communication at home right from their

carly learning stage. Children need to be
exposed to reading only materials written
in the acceptable communicative forms in
addition to educating them on the inherent
effects of code switching on their
commumecative competence in future. This
will go a long way in complimenting
school language programmes. This study
beliexes that the collective efforts of the
home, the lcarner, and the school will
adequately combat this problem.
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