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Annotation 

This thesis focuses on the phenomenon of code-switching in young bilingual 

children and is primarily intended for those parents who decide to bring up their 

children bilingually as well as the general public and educators who may encounter 

these bilingual children in the process of further formal or informal education. This 

work comprises of theoretical research into the technical aspects of code-switching, 

based on academic literature, and research, conducted in the form of a questionnaire 

and further interviews and observation, containing the reflections of families on the 

code-switching of their bilingual children. 

 

Key Words: bilingualism, bilingual environment, early bilingualism, code-

switching, language mixing 

 

 

 

 

 

Anotace 

Tato práce je zaměřená na fenomén střídání kódů u bilingvních dětí a je 

primárně určena jak rodičům, kteří zamýšlejí vychovávat své děti bilingvně, tak 

odborné veřejnosti a učitelům, kteří se s největší pravděpodobností s těmito 

bilingvními dětmi setkají při výkonu své pedagogické profese ať už formální nebo 

neformální výuky. Teoretická část práce je zaměřená na technické aspekty střídání 

kódů s odkazy na odbornou literaturu a praktická část obsahuje průzkum střídání 

kódů, provedený metodou dotazníku a následných rozhovorů a sledování, v rodinách 

s bilingvními dětmi. 

 

Klíčová slova: bilingvismus, bilingvní prostředí, ranný bilingvismus, střídání 

kódů, míchání jazyků 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

When bringing up a child bilingually, there are several questions to ask 

beforehand and several problems the parents have to confront in the course of the 

upbringing. One of them is the main topic of this work: the phenomenon of code-

switching. Questions related to this issue are whether it is a real problem, should it be 

something the parents ought to be concerned with and should this phenomenon be 

corrected. 

This thesis should mainly serve as a guide for parents who have decided to 

raise their children in a bilingual environment and furthermore to the educators who 

work with bilingual children. There is a great number of issues related to bilingual 

upbringing. Parents might have to search for answers to questions such as what 

methods should be used, where to search for information on this topic, whether their 

child is capable of acquiring more than one language etc. One question might include 

the issue of code-switching, to which I would like to provide the answer in this work.  

In the theoretical part of this thesis I present a brief technical overview of the 

phenomenon of code-switching. This term is broadly discussed and used among 

linguists and a great number of studies and essays on this topic has been undertaken, 

some of which were used to support this thesis. In the beginning of the theoretical 

part, the basic definitions used in this work are introduced, namely, bilingualism and 

Bilingual First Language Acquisition. Additionally, a brief insight into the forming of 

a bilingual family is presented, and lastly, an overview of sources and studies on these 

topics are given. The second section of the theoretical part focuses on the issue of 

code-switching. Firstly offering the basic definition and classification of this 

phenomenon and subsequently discussing the importance of studies on code-

switching. Moreover, in reviewing the literature, several approaches to code-

switching are pursued and different constraints are proposed in order to regulate this 

speech style. 

The practical part of this work contains the form, the development and the 

results of my research on the topic of code-switching in bilingual children. The first 

section of the practical part presents the motives of the conducted research into child 

bilingualism. Subsequently, information on data collection, on the methodology and 
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on the children studied is given. There are three hypotheses to be answered through 

the research presented in the practical part of this work. These are as follows: 

 

1. I believe many parents consider code-switching of their children a problem 

and view it as undesirable. 

2. I presume parents mostly tend to correct their offspring when code-

switching. 

3. I am of the opinion that in most cases children code-switch in a bilingual 

environment, such as at home if the parents speak different languages, in 

contrast to a monolingual environment, such as during the school course 

taught in one language. 

 

The analysis of language mixing in young bilingual children is then conducted 

in detail. Finally, the results are contrasted with the proposed hypotheses and the 

findings of the analysis of code-switching data are summed up.  
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II. THEORETICAL PART 

 

2.1 Bilingualism and Bilingual First Language Acquisition 

Initially, it is crucial to introduce the terms bilingualism and bilingual first 

language acquisition (BFLA). Over the last 50 years much research on bilingualism 

has been made which primarily focus on the classification of bilingual individuals 

finding “appropriate methods of classifying bilinguals and their behavior with respect 

to their two languages, in the sense of language choice and language use … and 

discovering how these languages are stored in the brain, and whether or not they 

interact” (Cantone 1).  

  

2.1.1 Bilingualism – a Definition 

The term bilingualism is nowadays used very frequently, however, its 

meaning is ambiguous and there exists a great number of different interpretations 

among scholars as well as among the public. In everyday life a bilingual person is 

frequently believed to be anyone who can speak more than one language fluently. 

Nevertheless, it is essential to take into account that the two languages of the bilingual 

very rarely coincide; they are most likely used in different levels and in different 

situations. Therefore “…it is almost impossible to compare an individual’s abilities in 

two different languages because we are not measuring the same things…” (Harding 

and Riley 22).  

In defining a person as bilingual it is essential to take under consideration 

several aspects, such as external and internal factors. Cantone (2-3) states as the 

external factors the socio-political status of the languages, the attitude towards 

language mixing, the language community around the speaker and the function of 

speech in a certain context. Internal factors include language proficiency, the 

interaction between the languages, the degree of formality and intimacy, the content 

of the utterance and other factors.  

What is common to many definitions of bilingualism is the importance of 

distinguishing between bilingual communities and bilingual individualities. There can 
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be found monolingual individuals living in bilingual communities as well as 

individuals growing up bilingual in monolingual societies. 

A sufficient terminology of bilingual acquisition for this work could be the 

“simultaneous acquisition of more than one language during the period of primary 

language development” (Genesee 162) with the extension of Bloomfield’s proposition 

of bilingualism being a native-like control of the languages (58). 

 

2.1.2 The Current Situation in Europe and the Czech Republic 

 The global political events of the last century have had a great impact on 

bilingual development. The issues that resulted from linguistic and cultural 

differences have ubiquitously confronted modern societies, especially since the post-

World War II era, where massive migrations began. Additionally, in the European 

context, the unification of Europe through the foundation of the European Union has 

also assisted the growth of the contemporary bilingual phenomena. Nowadays, among 

the 27 members of the European Union, there are five countries (Ireland, 

Luxembourg, Belgium, Finland and Malta) which have more than one official 

language. Furthermore, opportunities to travel for studying, work or leisure reasons 

have also increased in the last decades. The Czech Republic is likewise influenced by 

the growth of worldwide multiculturalism and mobility within Europe and the other 

continents. However, according to New and Cochran, “... the Czech Republic has 

been a markedly monolingual country, the phenomenon of bilingual upbringing of 

children in the family has largely been a new one” (1050).  

 

2.1.3 The Forming of a Bilingual Environment 

 The most common and efficient environment for bilingual acquisition is a 

bilingual family. The formation of a bilingual family commences in the preparental 

phase of a relationship when different communication patterns meet and the language 

conditions are established. These become a crucial basis for the future bilingual first 

language acquisition. The subsequent parental phase is commenced with the birth of 

the child and is marked by the crucial decisions the parents must make on the 

bilingual upbringing of their child as “bringing up children to be bilingual is an 
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important decision that will affect the rest of their lives and the lives of their parents” 

(Baker 1). One of the vital decisions is the language settings and communication 

strategies of the family. In Raising a Bilingual Child Pearson mentions four possible 

types of bilingual strategies. These categories are as follows: 

1. One parent – one language. When following this strategy each parent 

addresses the child in a different language. This approach is generally favored 

and is highly successful when applied with persistence and equality of 

exposure to both languages. 

2. Minority language at home. This strategy follows the pattern of speaking a 

minority language (specified by Pearson as a language specific to “…a 

subgroup of a population, or even just one family” (313)) at home and leaving 

the other language to the community (this could be, for example, the official 

state language or the language used at school). 

3. Language of time and place. This strategy is based on the special condition of 

time and place, which signals the required change of language for the child. 

To provide an example, usage of another language on the weekends at a 

grandparent’s home. 

4. Mixed language policy. This strategy is used only in certain communities, 

mainly in India, and as Pearson states the language choices depend on the 

topic or situation set by the speakers (139). 

When creating a bilingual environment, there are divers possible strategies to 

approach. Probably the most common and natural one is when each of the parents 

comes from a different cultural and linguistic background. Furthermore, the parents 

may choose to live either in the native location of one of them, or they may decide 

living in a foreign location, widening the families’ language range by the language of 

the foreign country. However, there exist families where the parents are of the same 

nationalities, living in their native location, who decided to raise their children 

bilingually by hiring an au-pair or a nanny speaking a different language, or to enroll 

their children in an international school where the classes are taught in another 

language, as is the case of the children involved in the research of this work. 

Furthermore, according to the approach of the parents to the upbringing of 

their children, it is possible to distinct different types of early bilingualism proposed 

by Pearson (88), these are infant bilingualism and childhood bilingualism. The term 
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infant bilingualism applies to children who are exposed to two or more different 

languages from their birth up to the age of two or three. This early exposure to two or 

more different language structures often leads to a delay in the child’s speech 

production, however once the infant bilingual starts speaking, it speaks in both 

languages. The term childhood bilingualism comprises, according to Pearson, of two 

to three year-olds children, who are exposed to two or more different languages at 

home, and of five year-olds and older, who learn the second language at school (88). 

The factor appertaining to both of these groups is that the second language acquisition 

starts once the first language has already been established. 

 

2.1.4 Overview of Studies on BFLA, Parental Information, Help and 

Sources 

As has already been said, there is a great amount of studies on the acquisition 

of two languages from birth and further on the topic of code-switching in bilingual 

children. Most of which, however, are of a scientific form, hence intended for the 

scholarly community. The main focuses of these studies are mostly questions on how 

bilingual children systematize their languages, whether they have two separate 

linguistic systems from early ages and how they use the languages. Furthermore, the 

analysis of the manner and conditions under which children become bilingual is 

likewise of great interest.  

Nonetheless, as bilingual upbringing is an ever-growing phenomenon there is 

to be found an increasing number of publications offering help or parental guidance 

when forming a bilingual family. However, most sources are obtainable mainly in 

foreign publications, such as in English, French, Spanish, German, or Italian, out of 

which only Harding and Riley’s The Bilingual Family has been so far translated into 

Czech. Thus parents speaking only Czech have to rely on single articles in online 

magazines, such as rodina.cz, mojedite.cz, azrodina.cz and rodice.com. On the other 

hand, there have emerged numerous Internet sites focusing exclusively on bilingual 

families (for most of these the authors are parents of bilingual children themselves) 

offering personal experiences and opening discussion boards for parent’s reactions 

and opinions to share on this topic. Foreign sources again highly prevail; one could, 

for example, visit the sites growingupbilingual.org, bilingualmonkeys.com, or 
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multilingualparenting.com to search for information on bilingual upbringing. 

Furthermore, these websites also cover the issue of code-switching, as it is an 

inseparable part of the process of bilingual first-language acquisition. Helpful sources 

for Czech parents are, for example, the portals bilingvni-vychova.com and 

multiglot.eu, which provide not only vast information on how to raise a child 

bilingually but also offer stories and cases of other bilingual families and offer 

discussions with other parents and sharing experiences with bilingual upbringing. 

 

2.1.5 Summary 

 This chapter introduced the important terms of bilingualism and bilingual first 

language acquisition, which are indispensable for the main issue of this work. From 

the study of bilingualism emerged miscellaneous definitions, some of which have 

been outlined. For this study, the term bilingual is used to describe a person who 

simultaneously acquired more than one language during the period of primary 

language development, according to Genesee’s (162) definition, which subsequently 

led to a native-like control of the languages, following Bloomfield’s proposition. 

Furthermore, the formation of a bilingual environment was presented and the four 

main strategies of a bilingual family were outlined, stressing the significant influence 

of these aspects on a child’s bilingualism. Finally, useful sources of information on 

bilingualism, primarily on bilingual upbringing of children and code-switching, were 

offered as an assistance for parents who wish to raise their children bilingually or to 

those who have encountered with code-switching, either parents of bilingual children 

or educators who work with bilingual children, and wish to search for more 

information on this topic. 

 

2.2 Code-switching 

 When comparing the development between bilinguals and monolinguals one 

might conclude that monolingual children develop their speech abilities much faster 

and with greater proficiency in the language. On the contrary, Harding and Riley 

claim “…the rate and pattern of language development are the same for monolingual 

and bilingual children” (54). One of the few distinctions in comparison to a 
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monolingual child is the additional task of the bilingual child to distinguish between 

the two languages. Hand in hand with this comes the issue of code-switching. 

Although this phenomenon might seem confusing and incomprehensible to those who 

do not speak both of the languages, code-switching follows clear and precise patterns 

and additionally “…provides the bilingual with a further communicative means of 

great expressiveness” (Harding and Riley 63).  

 

2.2.1 Definition 

 First of all it is essential to distinguish between two different terms, language-

mixing and code-switching. Language-mixing, sometimes referred to as code-mixing, 

is the act when young bilingual children use very frequently such language elements 

as phonological, lexical, syntactic, etc. from two languages in a single utterance or 

conversation. “It was believed that language-mixing happens because bilingual 

children don’t have the ability to differentiate the two languages yet” (Köppe and 

Meisel 277). Canton states that according to numerous studies on language mixing, 

this mixing in young bilinguals is caused by a lack of pragmatic competence, lexical 

competence and/or grammatical competence. When lacking a pragmatic competence, 

the child is not yet able to distinguish between the two languages with regard to the 

interlocutor or the discourse and uses the two without separating them. The absence 

of lexical competence takes place when a child does not know a word in one language 

and therefore it uses an equivalent word in the other language. Finally, it is the 

grammatical structure that is misused when lacking the grammatical competence, that 

is to say, the child uses the grammatical rules acquired in one language and applies 

them to the other language, incorrectly. These phenomena occur mainly during the 

very early stage of the language acquisition of a bilingual child.  

 By contrast, code-switching, refers to a “certain skill of proficient bilingual 

speakers, that is, their ability to select the correct language according to such external 

factors as the interlocutor, the situational context, the topic of the conversation, etc.” 

(Köppe and Meisel 277). In other words it is an alternation in the use of two 

languages that can happen within words, clauses or sentences.  “However, there is 

only a switch in the language, not an integration of the word, clause or sentence into 

the other language” (Grosjean 147).  
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One of the significant questions concerning this phenomenon is whether code-

switching is rule-governed or a random linguistic behavior. Labov, for example, once 

concluded that “no one has been able to show that such rapid alternation is governed 

by any systematic rules or constraints and we must therefore describe it as the 

irregular mixture of two distinct systems” (Labov 457). However, over the past few 

decades linguists were able to prove that this bilingual language aspect behaves 

according to certain rules and mostly occurs at specific switch points. This topic is 

furthermore elaborated in the chapter Grammatical Approach to Code-switching. 

 Apart from code-switching, there are other numerous linguistic phenomena 

that emerged from language contact, such as borrowing, convergence, pidgins and 

creoles, loan translation (calques), language death, etc.  

 

2.2.2 Distinguishing borrowing from code-switching  

 The two phenomena of code-switching and borrowing have been of great 

contentious debate among linguists when in search for the criteria for distinguishing 

these language aspects. Firstly to define the terms, borrowing is “a process whereby a 

language acquires some structural property from another language” (Moravcsik 99). 

Furthermore, this borrowed item from another language is completely or partially 

naturalized in the recipient language and typically shows “full linguistic integration, 

native-language synonym displacement, and widespread diffusion, even among 

recipient-language monolinguals” (Poplack Variation 256). Regarding the issue of 

distinguishing borrowing from code-switching, linguists have agreed on excluding 

borrowing from the studies of code-switching utterances and therefore the necessity to 

clear the boundaries between code-switching and lexical borrowing subsequently 

emerged. There emerged two contradictory approaches in the attempt to distinguish 

between the two terms. 

 The first approach is related to Poplack and researchers associated with her. 

The principal notion of this group of linguists is that the single borrowed items from 

another language are fundamentally different from longer stretches of switches. The 

code-switched stretches in general retain their original grammar and these properties 

should not change with the length of the code-switched element, not even in the case 

where a single word is being switched. Therefore, according to Poplack, even a 
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single-word switch would exhibit the properties of its language of origin, and not 

those of the recipient language. Contrarily to the properties of borrowing which is 

“phonologically, morphologically and syntactically integrated into the recipient 

language” (Poplack Variation 279). Thus, taking this theory into consideration, a 

single-word switch and a borrowed word represent two different languages and they 

would vary to the same extent as the languages themselves would. That is to say, the 

more distinct the alternating languages are, the more significant the distinction 

between a single-word switch and a borrowed element is. 

 On the other hand, many researchers claim that the perceived distinction 

between borrowing and code-switching is not of such an importance in analyzing 

bilingual speech. Moreover, researchers who take this stand believe that the feature of 

assimilation with the recipient language grammar, or contrarily the feature of 

maintaining the original language grammar, may not always be the defining criterion 

to distinguishing between the two processes. For instance, Myers-Scotton rejects the 

morphological and syntactical integration of the borrowed item as a basis for 

distinguishing code-switching from borrowing, as Poplack does, because she 

perceives them as “universally related processes such that both concepts are part of a 

single continuum” (Myers-Scotton Comparing 13). Nevertheless, she proposes 

frequency as the single best criterion for distinguishing the two processes, as a word 

with its origins in borrowing occurs in the recipient language more frequently than 

code-switched elements. 

 All in all, the linguists’ opinions on this topic vary, however, it is clear there 

are more similarities than differences between the two concepts. Moreover, the 

question still remains whether it is crucial to distinguish borrowing from code-

switching for purposes of formulating grammatical constraints in the studies on code-

switching. 

 

2.2.3 The Importance of Studies on Code-switching 

 Code-switching affects practically anyone who uses more than one language 

or is in contact with two or more dialects, to greater or lesser extent. To study the 

reasons why bilinguals code-switch and the ways bilinguals code-switch is highly 

beneficial for further insights into various aspects of language and speech. Studies on 
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code-switching provide answers on how languages are organized in the brain. The 

crucial procedure of processing and production of language in the brain can be 

discovered through switching between languages. What is of greater interest, 

however, is the functional level of code-switching. According to Gardner-Chloros, 

“bilinguals often switch varieties in order to communicate something beyond the 

superficial meaning of their words” (4), such as to emphasize or reinforce something, 

to express feelings or affections, to persuade, etc. Furthermore Gardner-Chloros 

elaborates that monolinguals can also use this verbal feature through the means of 

switching between dialects, registers, levels of formality, intonations, etc.  

 Code-switching can also, to some extent, explain linguistic relativity, which is 

a linguistic issue concerned with the question whether language structure affects the 

speaker’s thoughts and perceptions of the world, and sociolinguistic factors when 

comparing different language combinations and code-switching tendencies across 

different communities. For in a particular community bilingual speakers combine 

their languages in characteristic ways through which they express their group identity, 

therefore through distinctive code-switching patterns diverse sub-groups can be 

identified within particular societies. Studying code-switching thus “helps us to 

understand identity formation and expression in bilinguals” (Gardner-Chloros 5). 

 Lastly, by analyzing code-switched speech and discourse, it is possible to 

ascertain which words and morphemes from different languages can be easily 

combined and which are, on the contrary, impossible to mix. These various 

combinations and rules applied to them occur not only in code-switching, but in 

grammar as well, hence the points where code-switches take place can serve as 

certain indicators of diverse grammatical aspects. Therefore, as Romaine proposed in 

her publication on bilingualism, research in code-switching can contribute to 

understanding a crucial issue in linguistics, which is “the division of labour between 

grammar and lexicon” (Romaine 161). 

 All in all, code-switching is an inseparable part of bilingual speech and can be 

informative about language on many different levels, hence studying this 

phenomenon can bring useful knowledge into the linguistic field. 
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2.2.4 Types of Code-switching 

 As there exists extensive literature on the topic of code-switching there has 

consequently emerged miscellaneous types of this phenomenon. The use of these 

types by a bilingual speaker is individual, however, as documented in Poplack 

(Syntactic 180), “a single individual may demonstrate more than one configuration or 

type of code-switching”. For the purpose of this work four major types of code-

switching have been chosen.  

1. Tag-switching 

 The term tag-switching refers to a “mix involving an utterance and an 

interjection (or tag)” (Cantone 59). In other words, it is an insertion of tags or certain 

set phrases from one language into a sentence or utterance in a different language. In 

English-French switching one could for example say, “It’s a beautiful painting, n’est-

ce pas (isn’t it)?” 

2. Intra-sentential Switching 

Intra-sentential switching is the case of code-switching within a single clause 

or sentence. To provide an example, one could say, “J’ai emprunté ce livre (I 

borrowed this book) from Jane”. This type of code-switching requires a complex 

process “since a code-switched segment, and those around it, must conform to the 

underlying syntactic rules of two languages which bridge constituents and link them 

together grammatically” (Li Wei Bilingualism 214).   

3. Inter-sentential Switching 

In contrast to intra-sentential switching, inter-sentential switching refers to a 

change in language, which “occurs at a clause or sentence boundary” (McArthur), that 

is to say, it is a change of language between the sentences in the speakers discourse or 

during a conversation, each clause or sentence being uttered in one language or the 

other. To demonstrate, the title of Shana Poplack’s work, “Sometimes I’ll start a 

sentence in Spanish y termino en español (and finish it in Spanish)”.  

4. Intra-word Switching 

Intra-word switching is a change of languages or applying grammatical rules 

of one language to another within one word, in other words, at a morpheme boundary. 

Thus a child may say, “We ate lots of jahodas (strawberries) today”. 
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2.2.5 Socio-linguistic Approach to Code-switching 

 The socio-linguistic approach is one of the methods used by scholars when 

studying the phenomenon of code-switching and the factors that stand behind it. 

Sociolinguists study the relationship between language and society; they take into 

consideration, for example, the act of solidarity, the topic of the discourse, social 

status of those involved in the conversation, the need to express feelings and 

affections, or the intention of persuasion. In general, sociolinguists are “interested in 

explaining why we speak differently in different social contexts, and they are 

concerned with identifying the social functions of language and the ways it is used to 

convey social meaning” (Holmes 1).  

John Gumperz, a pioneer in the studies on code-switching, distinguishes 

between situational code-switching and metaphorical code-switching. Situational 

code-switching refers to the alternation of language according to the social situation 

the speakers are exposed to. Gumperz states that “distinct varieties are employed in 

certain settings (such as home, school, work) that are associated with separate, 

bounded kinds of activities (public speaking, formal negotiations, special 

ceremonials, verbal games, etc.) or spoken with different categories of speakers 

(friends, family members, strangers, social inferiors, government officials, etc.)” 

(Gumperz 60). On the contrary, metaphorical code-switching concerns the alternation 

of language in order to “attain special communicative effects” (Cantone 59), such as 

emphasis, emotions, etc.  

Following Gumperz’s proposition of code-switching being an interactional 

strategy, Myers-Scotton proposed another theory in the sociolinguistic perspective – 

the Markedness Model. This model is greatly determined by Rational Choice Models, 

its essence explained by Elster as follows: “When encountered with various courses 

of activities, individuals often do what exactly they think is probably to have the best 

overall outcome” (Elster 22). According to Elster, an individual’s activities are 

filtered by two distinct processes, known as structural constraint and rationality, 

before they happen. On the grounds of these theories, Myers-Scotton analyses code-

switching in conversation and argues that “speakers are reasonable in the sense that 

their choices are mostly based on assessments of possible options in regards to a cost-
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benefit analysis which considers their own subjective motivations and their objective 

opportunities” (Moradi 16). That is to say, speakers make conscious choices on code-

switching to pursue their own goals. 

In contrast to Myers-Scotton’s Markedness Model stands the Conversation 

Analysis approach. Here sociolinguists focus on how code-switching is structured and 

managed in conversational interactions, in other words, what is the role of code-

switching within a conversation, how the language choice affects not only the 

speaker, but also the hearer. Using conversation analysis brings, according to Auer, 

several advantages, as it firstly gives priority to “the sequential implicativeness of 

language choice in conversation, i.e. the fact that whatever language a participant 

chooses for the organization of his or her turn, or for an utterance which is part of the 

turn, the choice exerts an influence on subsequent language choices by the same or 

other speakers” (Auer 5) and secondly it “limits the external analyst’s interpretational 

leeway because it relates his or her interpretations back to the members’ mutual 

understanding of their utterances as manifest in their behaviour” (Auer 6). 

Conversation analysis therefore concentrates on the meaning that code-switching 

creates, which is referred to as “brought-about meaning” (Li Wei Why 170), than on 

the social values inherent in the languages chosen by the speaker, which are known as 

“brought-along meanings” (Li Wei Why 170).  

Another theory developed in sociolinguistics which also includes code-

switching is the Communication Accommodation Theory proposed by Howard Giles. 

This theory is based on the presumption that “when people interact they adjust their 

speech, their vocal patterns and their gestures to accommodate others” (West and 

Turner 466). Therefore, Giles’ aim is to ascertain the cognitive reasons for code-

switching, next to other changes in speech, as the speaker adjusts his or her speech to 

minimize or emphasize the social differences between himself or herself and the 

interlocutor while communicating. This communication behavior is primarily affected 

by the environment in which the interaction takes place and furthermore by the 

speaker’s objective to gain approval in a certain social situation or to set a positive 

image in front of the interlocutor. Moreover, this theory proposes two types of 

accommodation processes – convergence and divergence (Giles, Coupland and 

Coupland 5). Convergence refers to the process through which individuals tend to 

adapt each other’s communication characteristics, in this case switching between the 
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involved languages, in order to reduce the social differences. Meanwhile, divergence 

contradicts the process of adaption and it relates to an instance in which individuals 

emphasize the social differences between themselves and the interlocutor through the 

speech and non-verbal differences.  

Socio-linguistic aspects of code-switching thus analyze the factors such as 

language choice of the speaker and the various reasons for language alternation and 

furthermore the role of code-switching in concrete discourses and its supplementary 

meaning. 

 

2.2.6 Grammatical Approach to Code-switching 

 In various studies and theories put forward by scholars in the last three 

decades it has been agreed on that code-switching does not occur at random. Research 

has shown that this linguistic behavior is constrained by certain grammatical rules, 

that is to say, there exist code-switching patterns and “code-switching occurs at 

specific points (boundaries) in the sentence” (Cantone 61).  

For scholars who focus on the grammatical approach to code-switching the 

intra-sentential type of code-switching is essential, which is mentioned above, as “it is 

only there that the two grammars are in contact” (Myers-Scotton Codes 3).  

There are several diverse grammatical approaches to code-switching, all of 

which share the assumption of syntactic restrictions in this specific speech style and 

secondly have in common the aim to find an adequate description which can 

characterize these restrictions. In the following are presented the main constraints put 

forward by various scholars. 

 

1. Linear Order in Code-switching 

The main exponent of the importance of linear order in mixing two languages 

is Poplack. In her study Poplack claims that mixing mostly occurs when there is an 

equivalent order of the constituents in both languages. Moreover, Poplack has 

formulated two restrictions: the Equivalence Constraint and the Free Morpheme 

Constraint.  



	   21	  

The Equivalence Constraint determines that intra-sentential switching will 

only be realized by a bilingual speaker “at points in discourse where juxtaposition of 

L1 and L2 elements does not violate a syntactic rule of either language, i.e. at points 

around which the surface structures of the two languages map onto each other” 

(Poplack Sometimes 586). That is to say, a bilingual speaker follows the syntactic 

rules set by the respective grammars and will only make a switch from one code to 

the other at permissible switch points that allow the switch in both languages and will 

not infringe the rules of either grammar. To provide an example, “I promis que je le 

ferai (that I will do it)”.   

The second restriction proposed by Poplack, the Free Morpheme Constraint, 

disallows switches that involve bound morphemes: “Codes may be switched after any 

constituent in discourse provided that constituent is not a bound morpheme” (Poplack 

Sometimes 585). Therefore, this constraint predicts that no intra-word switching is 

allowed. A sentence such as, “And what a journey it was, Mon Dieu (my God)!”, is 

acceptable under the Free Morpheme Constraint, unlike a sentence such as, “Juan 

está eatiendo (John is eating)” (Poplack Sometimes 586).  

 

 2. Government in Code-switching 

 The Government Constraint is another important contribution in the field of 

explaining and restricting code-switching behavior. Based on Chomsky’s traditional 

notion of government theory, that is “the relation between the head of a construction 

and categories dependent on it” (Chomsky 5), DiSciullo, Muysken and Singh 

proposed their restriction as follows: “X governs Y if the first node dominating X also 

dominates Y, where X is a major category N, V, A, P and no maximal boundary 

intervenes between X and Y” (Cantone 64). In other words, a switch in codes between 

a governor element and its dependent governed element cannot occur.   

 

 3. Functional Heads and Code-switching 

 The Functional Head Constraint formulated by Belazi, Rubin and Toribio 

involves, as the Government Constraint, the conception of government and structural 

dependency. The formulation is as follows: “The language feature of the complement 

f-selected by a functional head, like all other relevant features, must match the 
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corresponding feature of that functional head” (Belazi, Rubin and Toribio 228). 

Therefore it predicts that code-switching is not supposed to occur between a 

functional head and its complement. 

 

 4. Matrix Language and Code-switching 

 The Matrix Language Frame model has been developed by Carol Myers-

Scotton and her colleagues. According to Myers-Scotton’s restriction proposition of 

the Universal Structure Principle, code-switching involves a base or matrix language 

(ML) into which an embedded language (EL) is inserted, therefore, there exists a 

certain hierarchy in the two languages. Thus ML is the dominant language, which 

“supplies the system morphemes (closed-class items) in the sentence, whereas the 

embedded language (EL) supplies a proportion of the content morphemes (open-class 

items)” (Gardner-Chloros 100). That is to say, ML determines the grammatical 

structure for the utterance or discourse, into which elements from EL are inserted at 

grammatically acceptable points, which leads to a mixed utterance. When defining the 

ML, the order of system morphemes (which are according to Myers-Scotton similar to 

functional elements) provided by ML is more important then the given content 

morphemes. Furthermore, it has been proposed to define the ML by frequency, in 

other words, to count the number of morphemes within a discourse.  

 

2.2.7 Summary 

In the study of code-switching, a considerable amount of research has been 

done in the recent years by various linguists and consequently diverse approaches 

have emerged, such as the Socio-linguistic Approach and the Grammatical Approach 

to code-switching, all aiming to conceptualize this language aspect of bilingual 

speakers. As a result, restrictions of various types have been proposed with the 

intention to specify the grammaticality of mixing two languages in a discourse and 

furthermore within a sentence. The restrictions put forward in the literature tend to 

overlap or, contrarily, even contradict one another, however, all of them share the 

notion that code-switching should be restricted and regulated by grammatical rules. 

Nonetheless, it is possible to apply all grammatical restrictions only to a certain 

extent, as they, in general, function only within a particular theory of grammar. 
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Furthermore, it is not possible to approach the phenomenon of code-switching solely 

from the grammatical point of view, as it is the bilingual speaker himself or herself 

who creates this language aspect and it is him or her who is affected by various 

factors, such as the degree of proficiency, the extent of domain use, the attitude 

towards the language, or the function of the languages used. Additionally a bilingual 

speaker might be influenced by the social situation, his or hers social position, or the 

social-group membership in a bilingual or monolingual community.  

Moreover, a bilingual speaker undergoes not only physical, but also mental 

changes during a life span, which has a significant effect on the phenomenon of code-

switching. Therefore, it is highly advisable to compare the same age group and 

relatively similar individuals when focusing on code-switching.  
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III. PRACTICAL PART 

 

3.1 The Motives for my Research into Child Bilingualism  

Bilingual first language acquisition has always been of great importance to me 

and represents a significant factor in my life, as I was myself, together with my sister, 

brought up bilingually. As every child raised in a bilingual environment, I was not 

aware of the concept of the different acquired languages that are unique in their 

syntax and morphology, yet I was able to discern them for communicative purposes. 

This close attachment to bilingualism of mine has remained and this remarkable 

ability of children to adopt multiple diverse language systems is a subject of great 

interest to me. I am frequently a witness to children speaking more than two 

languages fluently, with an incredible ease and skillfulness, which I find fascinating. 

To remain close to the bilingual background I decided to apply for a position 

at a private bilingual school several years ago and consequently became a part-time 

assistant in regular classes and a teacher of two afternoon clubs at the Panda Learning 

Center in Prague. Consequently, this institution became an essential source for this 

thesis. 

For the purpose of this thesis, I have studied a great number of publications 

and have dedicated a large amount of time to this research and to the extraction of the 

acquired results. The aim of which was to offer beneficial information to the parents 

who have decided to bring up their children bilingually and furthermore to the 

educators who work with bilingual children. Moreover, this research has served great 

contribution to my work and could possibly be extended to a Master’s thesis in the 

future, in which the research would be extended by recordings of specific code-

switching cases.  

 

3.2 Panda Learning Center  

Panda Learning Center is a private international English school located in 

Prague 3. It is an institution where different nationalities and cultures meet, including 

children, parents and teachers, therefore it is an ideal place for multilingualism to 

flourish. The school program offers preschool classes comprising an age range from 
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two to six years, including a preparation kindergarten class for six-year-old children, 

and subsequent elementary school classes from first to fifth grade.  

One of the main focuses of the school’s curriculum is the utilization of music, 

movement, art and a variety of learning techniques and materials designed to promote 

English language development. This school is chosen mostly by English-speaking 

families or families of mixed nationalities, but also by Czech parents who wish their 

children to acquire English at an early age.  

 

3.3 Selection of Families 

I addressed several families from Panda Learning Center in order to find out 

whether they would be willing to participate in this thesis. In most of the cases 

knowing the children and the families from my teaching and babysitting experiences, 

for the purpose of attaining rather qualitative than quantitative results. Therefore the 

knowledge of the families’ backgrounds and settings helped me to understand sundry 

aspects of the data collected in the course of the research and consequently 

contributed to more valuable results.  

All of the families involved in this research live in the Czech Republic and all 

of the children studied attend school at Panda Learning Center. Within seven 

families, the parents are both of a different nationality and therefore speak a different 

language, whereas in three of the families involved, the parents are of the same 

nationality and thus speak the same language.  

 

Basic data: 

Number of families: 10 

Average age of the children: 5.9 years 

The youngest child: 2 years 

The oldest child: 11 years 

Number of subjects undergoing the study (including children and parents): 40 

Number of languages involved: 12 (English, Czech, Russian, Tatar, French, 

German, Swedish, Albanian, Georgian, Hungarian, Slovak, Persian) 
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3.4 Methods of Research  

The main method of research was conducted in the form of a questionnaire. 

The aim of which was to confirm or deny the hypotheses stated in the introduction of 

this thesis. The propositions are that many parents consider code-switching of their 

children a problem and they consequently tend to correct their offspring when code-

switching, and lastly that in most cases children code-switch in a bilingual 

environment, in contrast to a monolingual environment. Subsequently a non-

standardized individual interview with some of the parents and non-standardized 

direct observation of some of the children followed, which were implemented with 

the intention of achieving more profound results.  

 

3.4.1 Questionnaire Method  

The questionnaire (Appendix no. 1) was structured in fifteen open questions, 

out of which the first five were related to personal data. The questions were composed 

in the order from broader questions on bilingual upbringing in the family to more 

concrete questions related to code-switching. Questions six to nine, which followed 

the initial personal-related questions, were designed to provide an insight into the 

conditions under which the children were brought up bilingually (Why did you decide 

to bring up your child/children bilingually? Did you study up on this topic 

beforehand?) and furthermore to give the information on the child’s language 

background (In what proportion does your child use/understand the languages? To 

which language is/are your child/children exposed to the most?). Questions number 

ten and eleven were posed to approach the crucial issue of code-switching (Does/do 

your child/children have problems distinguishing between the acquired languages? 

Does/do your child/children mix the languages?). Questions twelve and thirteen 

monitored the occurrence of code-switching, its frequency and possible causes related 

to environment (How often and in what situations (does/do your child/children mix 

the languages)? In what environment or situations does/do your child/children tend to 

code-switch the most?). Moreover, and most importantly, these questions were 

designed to answer my third hypothesis – I am of the opinion that in most cases 

children code-switch in a bilingual environment, such as at home if the parents speak 

different languages, in contrast to a monolingual environment, such as during a school 
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course taught in one language. Question number fourteen (Do you consider it (code-

switching) a problem?) was crucial for the confirmation or refutation of my first 

hypothesis – I believe many parents consider the code-switching of their children a 

problem and view it as undesirable. Finally, the last question included in the 

questionnaire (Do you correct your child/children when code-switching?) was set to 

obtain valuable data to verify my second hypothesis – I presume parents mostly tend 

to correct their offspring when code-switching. 

 All the acquired answers have been assembled to briefly summarize the 

bilingual upbringing of the families participating in this research and the occurrence 

of code-switching in their children and are presented in the following chapter titled 

Case Studies. 

 

3.4.2 Method of Non-standardized Individual Interview 

To supplement the information obtained through the main method of the 

questionnaire, several non-standardized individual interviews with some of the 

parents were conducted. They took place on the grounds of Panda Learning Center 

and the questions were mainly directed to clarify a certain ambiguity or were 

formulated with the intention of elaborating on a certain issue. This method 

contributed to a more personal and sincere contact with the families and thus 

improved the final results. 

 

3.4.3 Method of Non-standardized Observation 

As a final minor method, the method of direct observation, also non-

standardized, was chosen. The observations of most of the children were mainly 

conducted again in the area of Panda Learning Center and in few cases during my 

babysitting of the children. The duration of the observations varied, some taking thirty 

minutes to one hour, others were realized during the course of the whole school year. 

The main intention of this approach was to observe the language behavior of the 

children in their natural environment and to utilize the acquired knowledge to support 

the research. 
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3.5 Case Studies 

 

3.5.1 Case study 1: Ilian, age 6 

Ilian is the only child of Lana (American) and Petr (Czech). Petr and Lana are 

the owners of Panda Learning Center thus they come into contact with bilingualism 

on a daily basis not only at home but at work as well. Czech has become a mandatory 

language for Ilian, as his father is Czech and the family lives in the Czech Republic. 

English is spoken to him by his mother, as she does not speak Czech, moreover, it is 

the main language at his school. For all these reasons given, the parents have decided 

to raise Ilian bilingually. In addition, Lana states that studies show benefits related to 

brain development in bilingual children. Prior to Ilian’s birth, the parents have 

consulted several books to confirm that having each parent speak only one language 

to the child seems to produce the strongest results.  

Ilian has no difficulties in distinguishing between the acquired languages, he is 

very confident in both Czech and English, although English appears to be slightly 

stronger. Despite living in the Czech Republic, having a Czech father and attending 

Czech classes one hour per day, Ilian has more exposure to English as he goes to 

school in an international English-speaking environment. Furthermore, his parents 

acknowledge Ilian tends to prefer English over Czech and will watch movies and 

choose books and music in English over Czech.  

Nevertheless, Ilian rarely mixes the languages. He will speak in one language 

and then reply in the other language without difficulty and very quickly. 

Occasionally, he cannot recall a Czech word, but he usually asks how to say the 

English word in Czech, instead of including the English word in the sentence. After 

hearing the word in Czech he repeats it and then continues to speak in Czech. His 

parents certainly do not consider these seldom shortages in vocabulary a problem, as 

he is able to communicate and read in both languages. Moreover, he is still 

developing, and his mother believes his level of bilingual communication will only 

improve if emphasis continues to be placed on the use of both languages. 

Furthermore, they do not have to correct him as he asks for the missing word and 

corrects himself. To elaborate on this topic, Lana fears correcting a child while he or 

she speaks is not the best solution. However, if she saw it occurring more often, she 
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would correct Ilian by asking him if he meant to use another word instead of the word 

he used or she would repeat the sentence using the correct word. She believes this 

would make Ilian aware of the switch without taking away his focus or making him 

feel he said something wrong. 

 

3.5.2 Case study 2: Bibisara, age 7; Miriam, age 3.5 

Bibisara and Miriam are the daughters of Pavel (Russian) and Alsu (Tatar). As 

their mother was raised bilingually herself, it came natural to bring up the children in 

the same way. The parents have taken a responsible stand to their task and they 

studied up on the topic of bilingualism beforehand. As a result, they have stated the 

children speak Russian and Tatar 40% and English 60%, as the girls attend English 

school. Additionally, the parents claim their daughters have no problems 

distinguishing between the three acquired languages. Occasionally, the girls would 

switch between the languages, especially Bibisara. This occurs mostly when talking 

about something they have learned at school. When talking to the mother, for 

example, they would commence speaking in Tatar but switch to English for a word or 

clause to express a particular thing or issue they acquired the knowledge of at school 

in English. On the other hand, however, the girls tend to speak more Tatar to the 

mother in an unknown and foreign environment.  

The parents are not concerned about this switching from one language to 

another in need to express a particular thing from a different language environment. 

Furthermore, they do not necessarily correct the children. They prefer to repeat the 

given sentence in the correct form, which the girls subsequently repeat after them.  

 

3.5.3 Case study 3: Layla, age 5.5; Mateo, age 2.5 

Václav (Czech) and Isabelle (French) are the parents of Layla, Mateo and 

Heidi, although Heidi is four months old and thus she is yet to approach the stage of 

language acquisition. Layla speaks Czech and French at home, attends additional 

Czech and French lessons and started with English acquisition at school at an early 

age. To Mateo the parents each speak their own languages, furthermore, he 

understands a few English words by now as he started attending the English school as 
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well. Given the very young age, Heidi does not speak at all yet, however, the parents 

will stand the same approach in upbringing as they did with Layla and Mateo. After 

some research on this topic, the parents agreed to bring up all their children 

bilingually, putting forward the argument that this approach is highly beneficial for 

brain development and additionally they believe language acquisition is most 

profitable at a young age. Furthermore, they have decided to set this arrangement to 

enable communication with grandparents from both sides of the family.  

The children are exposed to French the most and therefore they are most 

confident in its usage. Nevertheless, their level of English understanding and usage is 

very high as well. On the contrary, however, despite having one Czech parent, the 

usage of Czech language is very low. The children have no difficulties in 

understanding Czech, but they prefer responding in French or English to a question 

asked in Czech. Layla went through a period of time in the course of which she mixed 

the acquired languages due to her incomplete vocabulary and furthermore due to the 

family’s usage of certain words mostly in one of the languages only. Another factor 

affecting Layla’s switching from one language to another was her school attendance 

on the grounds of which she promptly switched to English when talking about school 

issues or the contents of a certain subject. However, with increasing age, she is 

growing more confident in all of the acquired languages and no longer has problems 

with switching. The parents were not concerned about this language mixing since it 

was not permanent and are most confident in raising Mateo, who is by now showing 

the same tendency of switching as Layla, and Heidi in the same manner. 

 

3.5.4 Case study 4: Anna, age 10; Klara, age 5 

Anna and Klara’s parents are both well educated in the field of language 

acquisition. Their father Andreas (German) studied neurolinguistics and their mother 

Bara (Czech) is an English and Czech teacher. To bring up the girls bilingually came 

naturally, as the parents are of different nationalities. Andreas communicates with the 

children solely in German, contrarily to Bara who speaks with them both in Czech 

and in German. On the grounds of this approach Anna and Klara are very confident in 

both languages. Additionally, they picked up English at school at a very early age and 

are both becoming more confident with its usage. Neither Anna nor Klara have 
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troubles distinguishing between the acquired languages, nevertheless, Klara mixes 

them very frequently, nearly on a daily basis, in contrast to Anna who switches very 

rarely. However, Klara uses this communication feature solely in the situations when 

she knows her communication partner speaks both or all three languages. To provide 

an example, the mother stated that in some cases Klara starts talking to her in Czech 

but finishes the sentence in German if having trouble finding the desired words. On 

other occasions, she would speak Czech to her mother and insert English words that 

she actively uses at school, for example “snack”. Bara believes that in cases like 

these the child does not have to expend additional effort on “clean” language, as it is 

aware that it will be understood. The parents do not consider this an obstacle in their 

bilingual upbringing and they gently correct the children only in cases when they 

insert a word from a different language because they do not know the word in the 

language they are using at the moment. Interestingly, the father corrects both girls 

more frequently than the mother. 

 

3.5.5 Case study 5: Joseph, age 11; Natalie, age 8 

Joseph is the oldest of the children surveyed. Together with his sisters Natalie, 

Emily and Nicole, he was raised by his father John (English) and his mother Jana 

(Czech). Joseph and Natalie speak Czech to their mother and English to their father, 

however, when together as a family they all communicate in English. The twins, 

Emily and Nicole (age 17 months), do not speak yet, however, they do understand 

basic expressions in both languages already. The parents have decided to adopt the 

bilingual approach for the reason that they believe it is the best they can offer the 

children as John and Jana are of two different nationalities. However, they have 

confessed to not consulting any books or other sources on this topic beforehand. 

Nevertheless, both languages are equal in the usage of both Joseph and Natalie, as 

they are exposed to the languages in the same proportion, given the family lives in 

Prague and the children attend an English school. As both Joseph and Natalie are of 

an older age, they have no difficulties in distinguishing between the languages and 

they mix them very rarely. Only in a situation of great excitement or when rushing to 

express themselves do they switch from Czech to English and vice versa. 
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3.5.6 Case study 6: Mathilda, age 5; Oskar, age 4 

Mathilda and Oskar were both born in the US where they attended preschool 

for a short period of time. Their parents, Jonas and Malin, are both Swedish and they 

have always longed for their children to grow up bilingually. Jonas and Malin believe 

two languages will be beneficial for the children and will bring them a variety of 

opportunities in the future. Prior to Mathilda’s birth the parents searched out a few 

sources on this topic. Moreover, there were bilingual children in their greater family 

already, as Malin’s sister is married to a French man.  

As a family, they have set down the rule of Swedish being the family language 

spoken at home and English the language used elsewhere, which is primarily at 

school for the children. Malin has stated the proportions of using both languages by 

her children to be about 60% English and 40% Swedish. English prevails over 

Swedish due to the large amount of time the children spend at the English school and 

due to their social life, which consists of spending much free time with English 

speaking friends. Last but not least, a great English influence is the media, as for 

instance television, where in most situations the children prefer English movies over 

Swedish.  

Both Matilda and Oskar mix their languages very frequently. Mostly they 

switch from one language to another back and forth when interacting with their 

parents. However, they are becoming more aware of their language use and especially 

Mathilda tends to correct herself a great deal. Oskar sometimes switches from English 

to Swedish when communicating to his English-speaking friends or teachers, 

nevertheless, Jonas and Malin do not consider it a problem and they are confident the 

children will be able to keep to the language required when older. On the other hand, 

however, Malin admits she corrects her children in most cases, stating it is a result of 

her being a teacher. However, she feels it is important to correct the children in a 

gentle manner to avoid any stress or embarrassment on the child’s side.  

 

3.5.7 Case study 7: Maksimilian, age 6.5 

Maksimilian’s parents have chosen the One Parent One Language approach, 

that is to say, when each parent addresses the child in a different language, in this case 
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their native language. His father Adrian is Albanian and his mother Salome is 

Georgian. In addition, Maksimilian commenced with English at an early age at an 

English school and he is moreover exposed to English at home as the parents use 

English for communicative interaction between themselves. His parents assert the 

reasons for upbringing Maksimilian in a multilingual environment to be mainly the 

possibilities and opportunities that will arise in the future from the knowledge of 

multiple languages and additionally to maintain the communication connections with 

both sides of the family. The parents did not study this topic beforehand, however, 

Maksimilian has no difficulties in distinguishing between the acquired languages and 

he is very confident in all three of them. His parents stated he switches very rarely and 

exclusively in situations he knows his communication partners understand all 

languages that are used.  

 

3.5.8 Case study 8: Sarah, age 7; Pascal, age 5; Maxime, age 2 

Sarah, Pascal and Maxime were all born in Germany, their father Michael is 

likewise German and their mother Silvia is Hungarian. When the family moved to the 

Czech Republic the parents were hesitating whether to send the children to a German 

school or to an English school. Eventually, they decided in favor of an English school 

as German was spoken at home and the parents wished the children to be capable of 

communication in a global lingua franca.  

Due to these settings this family represents a complex net of communication 

patterns. The dominant family language is German, however Sarah and Pascal are the 

strongest in English as they spend most of the time at school within the English- 

speaking community. Furthermore, their mother talks to Sarah and Pascal partly in 

Hungarian and to Maxim solely in Hungarian. Sarah and Pascal easily switch between 

the languages, depending on the situation and on the language abilities of the person 

addressed. They are both confident in understanding Hungarian, but prefer to respond 

in German when addressed by their mother in Hungarian. On the contrary, the 

youngest is most confident in the understanding and in usage of Hungarian. 

Nonetheless, all three children mix their languages very frequently and it is not 

unusual for them to switch languages within a sentence. This mostly occurs when 

discussing school events with their parents. Sarah and Pascal would use certain 
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English expressions or words related to school and then continue in German again. 

These situations occur on a daily basis and the language choice is in all cases related 

to the person or location with whom or where the children faced the situation. 

Both parents stated they do occasionally correct the children when mixing the 

languages, especially Sarah who is the oldest and she does not receive it as an act of 

criticism and is aware of the parents trying to help her. Nevertheless, Silvia confessed 

she often switches languages in the middle of the sentence herself. However, 

concerning the children, she does not regard it as a problem. She knows this is a 

natural development process of language acquisition as she herself experienced when 

being brought up bilingually as well. She furthermore expands with an argument that 

due to school education the children’s languages will only improve with time. 

 

3.5.9 Case study 9: Mia, age 6 

Mia is the only child of Maros (Slovak) and Andrea (Slovak), who is a teacher 

at Panda Learning Center and thus comes into contact with bilingual children on a 

daily basis. Mia was born in London and the family decided to stay in England for a 

couple more years before moving to Prague. Therefore, it came natural to bring up 

Mia bilingually, using Slovak as a home language and English for communication 

elsewhere. After moving to the Czech Republic, the family language settings have 

slightly changed. Maros still communicates with Mia in Slovak, however, Andrea has 

decided to use mainly English when speaking to her daughter. Furthermore, Mia 

attends the English school and spends a significant amount of her free time with her 

English-speaking friends, hence being exposed to English the most. Nonetheless, she 

is fluent in both English and Slovak, she also understands Czech with great ease and 

she has no problems distinguishing between these acquired languages. With regard to 

code-switching, Mia rarely switches between the languages during a discourse and 

easily determines her language choice according to the recipient. Nevertheless, 

Andrea has drawn the attention to couple words or expressions that Mia would say 

solely in Slovak even when speaking Czech or English. These words are mostly of 

very frequent usage within the family at home, such as “babka” (grandmother), 

“dedko” (grandfather), or “bruško” (tummy). In addition, Mia occasionally switches 

from Slovak (or Czech) to English unconsciously when in need of expression of 
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intense emotions or in excitement. Andrea, however, does not regard this 

phenomenon as a problem and she corrects Mia only in the situations when the 

present interlocutor does not speak the language of the inserted words. 

 

3.5.10 Case study 10: Ava, age 7 

Ava is one of the few surveyed children who has predominantly one family 

language and has adopted her second language at an early age at school. Both of her 

parents, Hamid and Yasmin, speak Persian and it is consequently the family language. 

Furthermore, Ava has acquired English at school and she uses it for communication 

purposes on a daily bases. Her parents decided on this scheme for several reasons. 

First and foremost, the desire to preserve the family language led to the decision to 

retain Persian as the dominant language for all the family members. However, Ava’s 

mother being bilingual herself (speaking both Persian and French fluently) inclined to 

a bilingual upbringing for her daughter. Furthermore, living in a foreign country has 

necessitated additional language acquisition. Therefore, the parents set English as the 

second language, stressing the importance of the knowledge of the lingua franca. 

Finally, the parents believe the early acquisition of two languages will facilitate the 

process of acquiring any additional languages, in Ava’s case, French and Czech. At 

present, Ava is fluent in Persian and English and has no difficulties in distinguishing 

between the languages whatsoever. As her language environments are mostly divided, 

using Persian at home and English elsewhere, it is easier for her to separate the 

diverse language systems. Therefore, Ava tends to code-switch very rarely, usually 

when discussing an issue concerning school. In such cases she would switch from 

Persian to English, nonetheless upon reaching her point she would switch back to 

Persian. Yasmin does not consider these rare switches a problematic factor in her 

daughter’s language acquisition, as she is aware that these switches are related to 

knowledge acquired in English and, furthermore, Ava does not switch between her 

languages when the interlocutor does not speak one of the languages. 
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3.6 The Results 

The first hypothesis presuming that parents consider code-switching of their 

children a problem and view it as undesirable proved to be wrong. Out of ten 

responding families eight replied with great certitude that the code-switching of their 

children is not a problematic issue. Certain were especially those families with 

children of an older age that have already acquired the ability to discern perfectly the 

languages and are aware of the appropriate and inappropriate situations for switching. 

Whereas the respondents with children of a younger age stated that they are aware of 

code-switching being a part of the process of bilingual first language acquisition. One 

case expressed a slight doubt of the frequency of switching and one responding family 

conceded that it would be concerned in the case of permanent inappropriate switching 

of the child.  

 To the last question in the research, which was related to the second 

hypothesis concerning correcting the children when code-switching, most of the 

families (70%) gave a positive response, therefore the second hypothesis has been 

confirmed. Most parents who do correct their children furthermore added that they 

approach the correcting in a gentle manner in order to avoid any negative 

consequences. Concerning the negative responses, in one case the mother expressed 

her belief that correcting a child when switching is not the most suitable solution and, 

furthermore, she stated that her son mostly asks himself for the correct missing word 

instead of switching to the other language. The other two negative cases affirmed not 

correcting the children when code-switching, however, the parents stated that they 

offer a correct sentence to the children in the case of insertion of one word from the 

other language into the sentence.  

 The third hypothesis concerning the influence of environment on code-

switching, more specifically that in most cases children code-switch in a bilingual 

environment in contrast to a monolingual environment, has been verified by two 

independent questions in order to acquire more valuable data. The majority of the 

responding families affirmed their children tend to switch much more in a bilingual 

environment, this being in most cases at home. Only in three cases did the children 

occasionally tend to switch in a monolingual environment, in these cases at school, 

which was induced by friends with the same second language, nevertheless, even in 
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theses cases the switches prevail in the bilingual environments. Therefore, the third 

hypothesis has been hereby confirmed. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 

Nowadays, bilingualism is becoming more and more common, the number of 

bilingual individuals is rising rapidly and the ability to speak more than one language 

fluently has even become a desirable condition. The most facile and efficient method 

of acquiring an additional language is the bilingual first language acquisition 

approach, that is, to bring up one’s child bilingually. However, one must have in mind 

that this approach is accompanied by the inevitable phenomenon of code-switching. 

The aim of this thesis was to outline and document the issue of code-switching 

in young bilingual children. The main focus was to investigate in which particular 

situations children code-switch the most, what might be the possible causes of their 

code-switching and moreover to ascertain the stance of the parents to this language 

feature, and whether code-switching is perceived as a negative aspect or as a natural 

part of bilingual first language acquisition. The research was conducted by means of a 

questionnaire, interviews and observation and the outcome was analyzed using theory 

on code-switching in bilingual speakers. The results obtained in the research showed, 

quite surprisingly, that most parents do not consider code-switching a negative aspect 

or an obstacle in their children’s language acquisition. Moreover, all of the 

responding families are confident in successful results of their upbringing and are 

positive about the future abilities of their children to fluently operate with all their 

acquired languages without any difficulties. 

The conducted research was commenced with the families’ backgrounds, the 

language situation in the families and the parents’ approach to bilingual upbringing, 

as it is a crucial foundation for code-switching of their children. The majority of the 

families involved emerged from mixed marriages and in most cases the families live 

in a foreign country (the Czech Republic), which therefore naturally resulted in the 

bilingual upbringing of their offspring.  

As expected, all of the studied children switch between the acquired languages 

to some extent. The most prominent factors of influence on code-switching is firstly 

the environment where diverse language patterns meet and secondly the frequency of 

usage of a certain language pattern and the primal acquisition of a specific language 

element. The bilingual environment, which was in most of the studied cases at home, 

deprives the children of inhibition or restraint, as they are aware they would be 
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understood in both languages, and thus they freely switch between the languages. In 

most cases intra-sentential and inter-sentential types of code-switching predominated. 

Furthermore, the research has shown that in many cases a child would use intra-

sentential switching to express or describe certain knowledge that he or she acquired 

in the other language or which he or she uses more frequently in the other language. 

Nonetheless, considering the studied cases, with increasing age, the children become 

more aware of the two or more different language structures and systems and rapidly 

learn to distinguish the appropriate situations for switching. In addition, with 

increasing age, sociolinguistic aspects have a much higher impact on bilingual 

children, however, since the data of this work consist of children of young age, it is 

not influenced by as much socio-linguistic rules as adult speech is.  

Bilingualism, or moreover multilingualism, has become a great social 

phenomenon of the 21st century as multilingual speakers outnumber monolingual 

speakers in the world’s population. Furthermore, the number of bilingual families is 

growing rapidly and consequently the number of children being brought up 

bilingually is also rising. This thesis provided an insight into one of the phenomena, 

code-switching, that inevitably accompanies bilingual first language acquisition. 

Furthermore, upon the development of the theoretical and practical parts, other 

questions concerning the issue of code-switching emerged, for instance, whether 

studying mixed utterances might contribute to answering several theoretical questions 

on the interaction of grammatical properties of language.   
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Appendix no. 1 – Questionnaire 
 

Dear bilingual family, 

  

This questionnaire is to support my bachelor thesis and I would be very grateful if you 

could spare some time to fill it in in detail. In my thesis I concentrate on the issue of 

code-switching in young bilingual children, which is the phenomenon of alternation 

in the use of two languages that can happen within words, clauses or sentences. 

  

Thank you so much for your time and cooperation. 

 

Kristina 

 

 

1. FATHER: First name, first language, language/s spoken to children 

 

2. MOTHER: First name, first language, language/s spoken to children 

 

3. CHILD 1: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used 

elsewhere 

 

4. CHILD 2: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used 

elsewhere 

 

5. CHILD 3: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used 

elsewhere 

 

6. Why did you decide to bring up your child/children bilingually?  

 

7. Did you study up on this topic beforehand?  

 

8. In what proportion does your child use/understand the languages? (e.g., 30% 

Czech, 70% English)  
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9. To which language is/are your child/children exposed to the most? 

 

10. Does/do your child/children have problems distinguishing between the 

acquired languages? 

 

11. Does/do your child/children mix the languages (e.g., Uses two languages in 

one sentence, in one discourse...)? 

 

12. How often and in what situations? Give examples. 

 

13. In what environment or situations does/do your child/children tend to code-

switch the most? 

 

14. Do you consider it a problem? 

 

15. Do you correct your child/children when code-switching? 
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Appendix no. 2 – Samples of Filled in Questionnaires 
 

Case study 1: Ilian, age 6 
 

FATHER: First name, first language, language/s spoken to children 

Petr - Czech - Czech and sometimes English 

 

MOTHER: First name, first language, language/s spoken to children 

Lana  -  English - English 

 

CHILD 1: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used elsewhere 

Ilian - 6 - English and Czech 

 

Why did you decide to bring up your child/children bilingually?  

We live in Czech Republic, so Czech is mandatory for our son and I (mother) don't 

speak Czech. Therefore we taught our son Czech and English. 

As a bonus, studies show benefits related to brain development and bi-lingual children 

 

Did you study up on this topic beforehand?  

A little to confirm that having one parent speak only one language and the other only 

one language seems to produce the strongest results 

 

In what proportion does your child use/understand the languages? (e.g., 30% 

Czech, 70% English)  

Czech 90-95% and English 100% English appears to be a bit stronger and it may 

relate to the fact our son attends school in English and our family language is English, 

even though his father almost always speaks to him in Czech and has Czech language 

classes one hour per day. 

 

To which language is/are your child/children exposed to the most? 

Despite living in the Czech Republic, our son goes to school in an International 

English speaking environment and therefore has more exposure to English. 
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Our son also tends to prefer English over Czech and will watch movies and choose 

books and music in English over Czech. 

 

Does/do your child/children have problems distinguishing between the acquired 

languages? 

Not that we are aware of. Sometimes he may not understand a word, but he 

understands the sentence and the main point. 

 

Does/do your child/children mix the languages (e.g., Uses two languages in one 

sentence, in one discourse...)? 

Rarely. He will speak in one language and then reply in the other language without 

difficulty and very quickly.  

Occasionally, he can't recall a Czech word, but he will usually ask how to say the 

English word in Czech, but he won't just include the English word in the sentence and 

continue. After hearing the word in Czech he will repeat it and then continue to speak 

in Czech. 

He doesn't rarely knows a Czech word over an English word, so it appears his 

vocabulary or use of the vocabulary is stronger in English. 

 

How often and in what situations? Give examples. 

See the above answer 

 

In what environment or situations does/do your child/children tend to code-

switch the most? 

Often when speaking at home to his parents. Or perhaps I see this, because I am 

present. 

 

Do you consider it a problem? 

No, I don't think it's a problem, because he can communicate and read in both 

languages and some words in English appear to have a stronger connection to the 

relevant matter then the Czech word. 

Also, he is still developing, so I think his level of bi-lingual communication will only 

improve if emphasis continues to be placed on the use of both languages. 
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Do you correct your child/children when code-switching? 

No, because he asks the missing word and corrects himself. 

I don't think correcting a child while they speak is the best solution. If I saw it 

occurring more often, I would correct him, by asking him if he meant to use (and then 

say the word) instead of the word he used or repeat the sentence using the correct 

word. 

I think this would make him aware of the switch without taking away his focus or 

making him feel he said something wrong. 
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Case study 4: Anna, age 10; Klara, age 5 
 

FATHER: First name, first language, language/s spoken to children 

Andreas, German, German 

 

MOTHER: First name, first language, language/s spoken to children 

Bara, Czech, Czech and German 

 

CHILD 1: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used elsewhere 

Anna, 10, German and Czech, English 

 

CHILD 2: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used elsewhere 

Klara, 5, German and Czech, English 

 

Why did you decide to bring up your child/children bilingually?  

It was not a decision, we never saw any other option, it was natural. 

 

Did you study up on this topic beforehand?  

We both were informed to some extent, my husband studied neuro-linguistics and I 

am an English and Czech teacher, so I also studied a lot about how languages are 

acquired. 

 

In what proportion does your child use/understand the languages? (e.g., 30% 

Czech, 70% English)  

Anna: 40% Czech, 40% German, 20% English 

Klara: 35% Czech, 45% German, 20% English 

 

To which language is/are your child/children exposed to the most? 

Anna: 60% Czech, 30% German, 10% English 

Klara: 50% English, 30% German, 20% Czech 
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Does/do your child/children have problems distinguishing between the acquired 

languages? 

no 

 

Does/do your child/children mix the languages (e.g., Uses two languages in one 

sentence, in one discourse...)? 

yes, Klara a lot, Anna much less now, actually I can't remember any recent instance. 

 

How often and in what situations? Give examples. 

Klara does it every day, I would say. They do it only if they know that their 

communication partner speaks both (or all three) languages. For example when Klara 

is at home with me, she sometimes starts talking in Czech to me and then if she has 

trouble finding the right words, she switches to German. Or she speaks Czech to me 

and inserts English words that she actively uses at school, like "snack". 

 

In what environment or situations does/do your child/children tend to code-

switch the most? 

I think it's mostly when they speak with me, most likely because they know I will 

understand, they don't need to expand effort on "clean" language.  

 

Do you consider it a problem? 

Not at all. 

 

Do you correct your child/children when code-switching? 

No, but if I know that she inserted a German word into a Czech sentence because she 

really doesn't know the Czech equivalent, I sometimes gently offer it to her. She 

usually repeats it and then continues. But my husband corrects both girls a lot more. 
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Case study 6: Mathilda, age 5; Oskar, age 4 
	  
FATHER: First name, first language, language/s spoken to children 

Jonas, Swedish, Swedish/English 

 

MOTHER: First name, first language, language/s spoken to children 

Malin, Swedish, Swedish/English 

 

CHILD 1: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used elsewhere 

Mathilda, 5, Swedish/English, Swedish/English 

 

CHILD 2: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used elsewhere 

Oskar, 4, Swedish/English, Swedish/English 

 

Why did you decide to bring up your child/children bilingually?  

Came naturally since both kids are born in the US (and went to preschool there for a 

while), and we really wanted them to be bilingual. Two languages will give open up a 

lot of doors for them in the future! 

 

Did you study up on this topic beforehand?  

A little bit. One of my sisters is married to a French man, so we had bilingual kids in 

the greater family before I had my own children. I've always found this topic 

fascinating, and I remember I wished to be bilingual when I was a kid. 

 

In what proportion does your child use/understand the languages? (e.g., 30% 

Czech, 70% English)  

60% English, 40% Swedish 

 

To which language is/are your child/children exposed to the most? 

English (school, social life, TV (they would in most situations prefer to watch 

something in English) etc) 

 

Does/do your child/children have problems distinguishing between the acquired 

languages? 
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They had difficulties for a while, but I feel the pieces came together when they were 

around 4 years of age. They can tell when they should speak either Swedish or 

English. Mathilda came up with a rule herself; "Swedish at home, English at school". 

This has always been our rule too, but it was fun to hear her making it up herself :) 

 

Does/do your child/children mix the languages (e.g., Uses two languages in one 

sentence, in one discourse...)? 

Yes, all the time :) 

 

How often and in what situations? Give examples. 

In all situations! But they're getting better at recognizing when they're saying the 

wrong word, and they sometimes self-correct. 

 

In what environment or situations does/do your child/children tend to code-

switch the most? 

When they are playing together with us. Oskar is sometimes doing it at school when 

talking to his English speaking friends and teachers. Mathilda almost never anymore. 

When it's just the two of them playing, they tend to speak English 90% of the time. 

 

Do you consider it a problem? 

No, I don't feel it's a big problem. I'm confident they will be able to stick to the 

language required when they're old enough. 

 

Do you correct your child/children when code-switching? 

Yes, I do it a lot. My husband not so much. Guess it's the teacher in me who can't 

keep her mouth shut :) I think it's important to correct them though, without making a 

big deal about it (making them feel ashamed and so on). When I correct them, they 

usually just repeat the word one time and then they would go on using the correct 

form/language. 
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Case study 8: Sarah, age 7; Pascal, age 5; Maxime, age 2 
 

FATHER: First name, first language, language/s spoken to children 

Michael, German, German / English 

 

MOTHER: First name, first language, language/s spoken to children 

Silvia, Hungarian, Hungarian / German / English 

 

CHILD 1: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used elsewhere 

Sarah, nearly 7, German / English / Hungarian (just very little) at home; English / 

German 

 

CHILD 2: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used elsewhere 

Pascal: 5, German / English / Hungarian (just a few words, basically with his brother, 

never with his sister!); English, German 

 

CHILD 3: First name, age, language/s used at home, language/s used elsewhere 

Maxime, 2, Hungarian (first!!) / German / English (least, so far); Same mix of all 

three languages used in English school 

 

Why did you decide to bring up your child/children bilingually?  

Mother´s mother tongue Hungarian should be transferred, even though whole family 

is German (all kids were born in Germany), main family language is German too. We 

also decided for English school vs. German school as they´d pick up German at home 

anyways, but they will use English anywhere in the world, so this was more important 

for us being in Prague as foreigners. If we´d stayed in Germany, kids would quite 

likely have joined German school and kindergarten, so lacking a good and early 

English education. 

 

Did you study up on this topic beforehand?  

No. I was raised bilingual, Hungarian at home, German in kindergarten and school, so 

it was natural to us. We also didn´t really follow the recommendation that one parent 

should always only speak one language with the kids, it´s simply not possible being in 
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English or German speaking company and then still to continue speaking Hungarian 

with the kids. Why should we, if all kids KNOW that mommy and daddy also speak 

the other language? 

 

In what proportion does your child use/understand the languages? (e.g., 30% 

Czech, 70% English)  

60% English, 35% German, 5% Hungarian for the older two, 

youngest: 50% Hungarian, 45% German, 5% English (understanding, but still not 

speaking too much) - I might be wrong here as I cannot really value his English 

spoken in school, but he started with English at last 

 

To which language is/are your child/children exposed to the most? 

English, then German - as they spend most of the time of the day in school 

youngest: Hungarian, German. 

 

Does/do your child/children have problems distinguishing between the acquired 

languages? 

No, they easily switch, depending on the person talking to them. It´s just that they 

understand Hungarian, but answer in English as they can find words faster and know, 

that babysitter also understands English. With me, if I speak Hungarian, they answer 

in German. With my mom, they should answer in Hungarian or German, but tend to 

answer in English. So it´s really connected to Mommy-German and English anybody 

else. 

Youngest: He answers in Hungarian, but I do really always speak Hungarian with 

him, most constantly. He answers in whatever language he finds the appropriate 

word... esperanto... 

 

Does/do your child/children mix the languages (e.g., Uses two languages in one 

sentence, in one discourse...)? 

Yes, in a sentence, I do even switch in a sentence 

 

How often and in what situations? Give examples. 

Discussing something, e.g. what has happened in school, I might start asking in 

Hungarian or German, they answer in German. Usually when I think they would 
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understand the meaning of what I want to tell them better if I´d use another language. 

It might be because my Hungarian is also not 100% good. So I switch to German or 

English too. They do the same, when telling what somebody said or did in school, 

what made them angry etc... I think it´s related to the person or location they faced the 

situation, eg a fight with the brother will always be told in German, never in English, 

but a fight with a school mate might be told in English. 

 

In what environment or situations does/do your child/children tend to code-

switch the most? 

pls see answer above. 

 

Do you consider it a problem? 

No, not yet. I´m aware they will never speak, read or write perfect Hungarian, but it´s 

sufficient for me that they understand. German and English will be perfect due to 

school education, we will also focus on more German practice. 

 

Do you correct your child/children when code-switching? 

Sometimes. So they learn the word they are missing in the right language. We didn´t 

start too early with that, but now at age 5 it seems the right time, as they do not feel 

offended when being corrected. Hope so at least! 
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Appendix no. 3 – Graphs 
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