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Abstract:Code-switching—the systematic alternation between two or more languages within a
conversation or discourse—is a widely observed linguistic behavior among bilingual and multilingual
speakers. Far from being random or indicative of linguistic incompetence, code-switching reflects
complex cognitive, social, and cultural processes. This study investigates the frequency, structural
types, and communicative functions of code-switching in informal spoken discourse among English-
Spanish bilingual university students. The research was conducted at a multilingual university where
both English and Spanish are commonly used in academic and social settings. Data were gathered
through naturalistic observation and audio recordings of 20 informal peer-group conversations, which
were then transcribed and analyzed.
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University students, Communication patterns, Language identity, Language choice.

Main part

Using Poplack’s (1980) typology, the study categorizes instances of code-switching into
intersentential, intrasentential, and tag-switching. Additionally, the functions of each switch were
examined using the sociolinguistic framework of Appel and Muysken (1987), which identifies several
key motivations behind code-switching: referential, expressive, phatic, metalinguistic, and poetic.
Quantitative analysis showed that intrasentential switching—where the speaker alternates languages
within a single sentence—was the most prevalent, comprising over 60% of the total instances recorded.
This was followed by intersentential switching at 28%, and tag-switching at 10%.

The functional analysis revealed that code-switching was employed strategically to fulfill specific
conversational goals. Referential and expressive functions were particularly common, often used to
clarify meaning, emphasize a point, express emotion, or reinforce group solidarity. Notably,
participants demonstrated high linguistic awareness, switching languages with fluidity and context-
sensitive appropriateness. Social factors, such as peer group composition and conversational topic,
also significantly influenced the frequency and type of switching observed.

The study concludes that code-switching among bilingual university students is a complex, purposeful,
and context-dependent phenomenon. Rather than indicating a deficiency in either language, it
showcases a sophisticated level of bilingual competence and cultural adaptability. These findings
underscore the importance of viewing code-switching as an integral and meaningful part of bilingual
communication. Moreover, the research contributes to ongoing discussions in sociolinguistics,
language contact, and bilingual education by emphasizing the nuanced and functional role of code-
switching in real-life discourse.
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Introduction
Code-switching has long captivated the attention of scholars across various subfields of linguistics,
particularly in sociolinguistics, bilingualism, and discourse analysis. At its core, code-switching refers
to the practice of alternating between two or more languages or dialects within a single conversation,
sentence, or even phrase. While once dismissed by some educators and linguists as a sign of linguistic
confusion or deficiency, contemporary research now recognizes code-switching as a sophisticated and
highly functional communicative strategy employed by multilingual speakers (Poplack, 1980;
Gumperz, 1982). It encapsulates a wide array of social, cognitive, and pragmatic dynamics that reflect
speakers' linguistic repertoires, cultural affiliations, and communicative intentions.

In multilingual societies, code-switching is not only common but often necessary to navigate complex
social environments. For bilingual university students, who frequently interact in academic, social, and
digital contexts that blend multiple linguistic norms, code-switching becomes an embedded feature of
daily interaction. These students often use different languages for different domains—English for
lectures and academic writing, Spanish for family and informal conversations, and a hybrid of both for
peer communication. Consequently, code-switching emerges as a practical tool for meaning-making,
identity construction, and social alignment.

Recent studies have highlighted the role of code-switching in negotiating group membership,
conveying affective meaning, and managing conversational dynamics (Auer, 1998; Myers-Scotton,
1993). Far from being a random or careless act, code-switching follows systematic grammatical and
social patterns that are influenced by a range of factors, including topic, setting, interlocutor, and
cultural norms. The bilingual speaker’s ability to navigate and manipulate these codes reflects a high
level of metalinguistic awareness and intercultural competence.

This study focuses specifically on English-Spanish bilingual university students engaged in informal,
peer-to-peer conversations within a bilingual academic environment. These settings, such as student
lounges, cafés, and group study sessions, offer a rich site for observing naturalistic language use where
code-switching is likely to occur spontaneously and frequently. By analyzing authentic speech data
collected from these contexts, the study aims to uncover both the structural types and communicative
functions of code-switching as they occur in real-life interaction.

The central research questions guiding this inquiry are as follows:

1.What types of code-switching (intersentential, intrasentential, or tag-switching) are most commonly
employed in informal conversations among bilingual university students?

2.What communicative functions do these code-switching instances serve within the discourse?

By addressing these questions, the research seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of how
bilingual individuals deploy their linguistic resources in socially meaningful ways. The findings aim to
enhance theoretical models of bilingual language use while offering pedagogical insights into how
language educators and institutions can better support multilingual communication in academic
settings.
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Methods:
Participants
The study involved twenty bilingual students (10 male, 10 female), aged 18 to 24, all of whom were
enrolled in the Linguistics Department of a bilingual university. Participants reported fluency in both
English and Spanish and used both languages in academic and social contexts.

Data Collection

Naturalistic data were collected by recording participants' informal conversations over a two-week
period in settings such as university cafés, lounges, and study areas. Participants were informed about
the recordings but encouraged to converse naturally.

Procedure
Recordings were transcribed and anonymized for ethical reasons. Instances of code-switching were
identified and categorized using Poplack's (1980) typology: intersentential (switching between
sentences), intrasentential (switching within a sentence), and tag-switching (inserting tags or phrases
from one language into the other).

Functional analysis followed the framework of Appel and Muysken (1987), which identifies several
communicative functions for code-switching: referential, expressive, phatic, metalinguistic, and poetic.
Both qualitative and quantitative analyses were employed.

Results
A total of 348 instances of code-switching were documented across the recorded and transcribed
informal conversations among the twenty bilingual university students. These instances were
categorized into three structural types based on Poplack’s (1980) typology: intrasentential,
intersentential, and tag-switching.

 Intrasentential switching accounted for the majority of occurrences, comprising 62% of the
dataset. These switches occurred within a single sentence and were often seamlessly integrated
into the grammatical structure of the utterance. For example: “I was going to la biblioteca but it
was closed.” This type of switching reflects high linguistic proficiency and cognitive flexibility,
as speakers must manage the syntactic and lexical demands of both languages in real-time.

 Intersentential switching, which involves switching languages between sentences, constituted
28% of the total instances. These switches often marked a shift in topic, tone, or emotional
intensity. For instance: “I didn’t understand the assignment. Pero no le pregunté a nadie.” This
suggests a deliberate choice to highlight contrast or signal a change in context.

 Tag-switching, where short expressions or tags from one language are inserted into another
(e.g., “You know?”, “¿Verdad?”, “Okay?”), represented the remaining 10%. These were
generally used for pragmatic or interactive functions, such as seeking affirmation or engaging
the listener.

In terms of communicative function, the code-switching instances were categorized according to the
framework proposed by Appel and Muysken (1987):
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 Referential function (34%): Used to convey information more precisely, often when a
concept was more readily expressed in one language than the other. For example, speakers
would switch to Spanish when referring to cultural-specific terms or contexts (e.g., “We went
to the mercado for some snacks.”).

 Expressive function (25%): This involved expressing emotion, solidarity, or personal identity.
Such switches were particularly common in emotionally charged or humorous exchanges and
often aligned with the speaker’s cultural background.

 Phatic function (18%): Used to maintain or manage social interaction, such as greetings,
farewells, or small talk. These switches helped to reinforce social bonds and group belonging.

 Metalinguistic function (15%): Occurred when speakers commented on language itself,
corrected their own or others’ speech, or discussed language usage. For instance, “How do you
say ‘assignment’ in Spanish again?”

 Poetic function (8%): These switches were used for stylistic purposes, such as rhyme, rhythm,
or wordplay. Though less frequent, they highlight the speakers’ creative use of bilingual
resources for aesthetic or humorous effect.

Further analysis revealed that gender and social group composition played a subtle but noteworthy
role in shaping code-switching behavior. Female participants, for example, engaged in slightly more
expressive and phatic switching, while male participants tended to use more referential switching.
Additionally, code-switching was more prevalent in groups where all members were fluent in both
English and Spanish, suggesting a shared linguistic repertoire encouraged more dynamic language use.

Overall, these findings demonstrate that code-switching is not merely incidental but is used
deliberately and systematically by bilingual speakers to fulfill a range of communicative purposes.
The high frequency of intrasentential switching, in particular, suggests that participants were not just
bilingual but biliterate and bicultural, drawing on both language systems as fully integrated aspects of
their identity and communication style.

Discussion
The findings affirm that code-switching is a complex and multifunctional linguistic practice. The
predominance of intrasentential switching suggests that participants possess high bilingual
competence and cognitive flexibility. The communicative functions uncovered—especially expressive
and referential—underscore the pragmatic nature of code-switching, which goes beyond mere lexical
choice.

Social context plays a significant role. Many switches occurred during storytelling, jokes, or
expressions of frustration—contexts where emotional intensity or shared cultural references
necessitated a fluid movement between languages. Moreover, group norms influenced language choice,
with more switching in groups where all members were proficient in both languages.

This study supports the argument that code-switching should not be viewed as a sign of linguistic
confusion but rather as a sophisticated tool for effective communication. Future research could explore
code-switching in written digital communication, such as texting or social media, or include additional
language pairs.
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Conclusion
Code-switching emerges from this study not merely as a linguistic occurrence, but as a dynamic and
purposeful communicative practice deeply embedded in the social and cultural fabric of bilingual
speakers. Among university students navigating multilingual environments, it serves as both a
linguistic strategy and a socio-cultural expression. Far from being indicative of language deficiency or
confusion, code-switching reveals a high level of linguistic competence, metalinguistic awareness, and
intercultural sensitivity.

This research underscores the structural complexity and functional versatility of code-switching in
informal peer interactions. The predominance of intrasentential switching suggests that participants
are not only fluent in both English and Spanish but are adept at managing the grammatical and
semantic interplay between the two languages within a single utterance. Such fluidity in language use
illustrates a sophisticated command over both linguistic systems and supports the argument that code-
switching is a natural and integral part of bilingual communication.

Functionally, the findings show that code-switching is strategically used to serve a wide range of
pragmatic and social purposes. Whether for expressing solidarity, clarifying meaning, signaling
group identity, or managing conversational flow, each switch carries communicative intent shaped by
the speaker’s goals and the social context. This reinforces the idea that bilingual speakers do not
switch languages arbitrarily, but rather in response to nuanced cues from their environment, their
interlocutors, and their internal intentions.

Moreover, the influence of group dynamics, such as the linguistic makeup of the participants and the
nature of the social setting, further illustrates the role of code-switching in negotiating in-group
membership and shaping interpersonal relationships. These micro-level choices contribute to broader
patterns of language use and identity construction in multilingual communities.

In light of these insights, this study calls for a more inclusive and context-sensitive understanding
of bilingual speech practices, particularly in educational and institutional settings. Language
educators and policymakers should recognize code-switching as a valuable resource, not a hindrance,
in the development of bilingual competence and intercultural communication. Incorporating an
awareness of natural bilingual discourse into curricula and language instruction may enhance students’
confidence, identity affirmation, and communicative effectiveness.

Future research might expand on these findings by examining code-switching in digital
communication platforms (e.g., texting, social media), exploring other language pairs, or investigating
the impact of formal education and language policy on bilingual language behavior. Ultimately,
acknowledging the legitimacy and complexity of code-switching enriches our understanding of
bilingualism as a lived, dynamic, and deeply human experience.
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