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Abstract

The use of code-switching (CS) in English as Second Language (ESL) classrooms is an issue that
has always been debated due to its pros and cons. This study aimed to identify the pre-
university students’ beliefs towards the use of CS in ESL classrooms. 91 pre-university
students from a secondary school in Pasir Puteh, Kelantan participated in this study. This
study employed a cross-sectional survey research design. The data were collected through
the 19-item adapted questionnaire. Then, the frequency analysis via IBM SPSS Statistics
Version 23 was performed to examine the students’ responses. The finding revealed that the
students had positively viewed the use of CS in ESL learning where CS was believed to be a
beneficial tool during the lessons. Therefore, the finding may be useful to enlighten the
policymakers, teachers and researchers on the issues that are related to the use of CS in ESL
classrooms.

Keywords: Code-Switching (CS), ESL Classrooms, Students’ Beliefs, Mother Tongue (L1),
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Introduction

In 2018, only 25.54% candidates of Malaysian University English Test (MUET),
equivalent to IELTS (International English Language Testing System) November session
managed to get at least band 4 where they would be considered as competent users
(Malaysian Examinations Council 2018). The number equaled to only 17391 candidates out of
68094 who sat for MUET November session that year. This achievement was alarming since
most of public universities and colleges in Malaysia use English as the medium of instruction.

Thus, the low level of proficiency among the MUET candidates has brought about the
need to deal with the issue. It is important in order to prepare the students not only for
university life but also when they are entering the world of employment. One of the ways to
address the issue is by code-switching (CS) during the teaching and learning process.

CSis one of the many issues concerning English as Second Language (ESL) learning that
has been debated for decades. People are divided with this issue as it does have its pros and
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cons. CS is a common practice in bilingual or multilingual classrooms and this includes
Malaysia. Malaysia is among the world's most multilingual countries, where many people can
speak 3 or more languages fluently (Lew 2014). CS, also known as code shifting or language
mixing is a term to describe the action of using two or more languages in the same utterance
or conversation. It can be described as the inclusion of the mother tongue (L1) in a speech by
the second language (L2) learners (Myers 2008).

The students’ beliefs in using CS in ESL classrooms can also be linked to their learning
strategy. Different students have different preferences on how to tackle their problems in
language acquisition. Some students might choose CS to assist them in their linguistics
hurdles. Some studies have proven that CS can be useful during the teaching and learning
process. The studies conducted by Badrul and Kamaruzaman (2009), Adibah (2016) and
Nurhamidah et al. (2018) revealed that the students, especially the weak students prefer CS
to help them in the learning process. This strategy can assist the students to have a better
understanding of the discourse, grammar and content learnt.

However, some studies show some opposing views on using CS. Some studies revealed
that CS could affect the students' language proficiency and their confidence in speaking
English (Aljoundi 2013; Mokgwathi & Webb 2013). The abuse use of CS can make the students
overreliance on their L1. This can eventually hinder the objective of learning the L2 and
eventually affect their language acquisition. Thus, research on students’ beliefs is important
to give awareness to the teachers about language learning from the students’ perspectives.
Besides, it can also help the students to identify the best strategy that suits them to improve
their language acquisition.

Therefore, this study aims to investigate the pre-university students' beliefs towards
CS in ESL learning at Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan Seri Aman in Pasir Puteh, Kelantan.

Literature Review

According to Valdes-Fallis (1978), the action of using two languages alternately in
terms of word, phrase, clause or sentence level is known as code-switching. Similarly,
Musyken (1995) denoted CS as the use of more than one language in the same conversation.
Besides, CS is a linguistic term to define the inclusion of L1 in a speech by L2 learners (Myers,
2008). In other words, CS is the action of using two or more languages in the same utterance
or conversation that involves the switches between languages at clause or sentence
boundaries.

The use of CS has been debated for many years and it is a common phenomenon
among the bilinguals and multilingual users. These users usually code switch to express
themselves and also for their personal intentions. Besides, it is also used to build interpersonal
relationships among the members in the same community (Sert, 2005). It can be perceived as
a tool to create linguistic solidarity among the people from the same ethnics and cultures.

In Malaysian ESL classrooms, the teachers usually code switch for many purposes

especially for academic purposes but, sometimes there is an occasion where they use CS
unconsciously. Even though it is performed unconsciously, it can be beneficial in the language
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learning environment. Many studies have been conducted to investigate the teachers’ use of
CS in ESL classrooms (Badrul & Kamaruzaman, 2009; Dykhanova, 2015; Joanna, 2014). The
teachers usually use CS to explain the difficult words, terms and grammar to the students, so
they will have a better understanding of the lessons. This is in line with the study by
Tibategeza and Plessis (2018) who revealed that the students learnt better using the language
that they understood.

In addition, CS is also used to reduce the students’ affective filters such as anxiety,
afraid and demotivated. According to Krashen Affective Filter Hypothesis (1985), reducing the
students' affective filter can ensure the success of language acquisition. The teachers also
code switch in ESL classrooms to clarify meaning by repeating the words and instruction using
the students’ mother tongue. However, this repetitiveness may lower the students'
motivation to learn the target language as they know the instruction will be followed in their
L1, thus may negatively affect their English proficiency level.

On the other hand, the students use CS in ESL classrooms to help them understand
the lesson better. As English is not their native language, the students might face linguistics
hurdles during the process. CS can be considered as one of the language strategies by the
students to fill the gap, so the successful learning can be ensured. There are many studies
have been carried out to identify the students’ perceptions and beliefs on the use of CS
(Debreli & Oyman, 2016; Adibah, 2016; Nurhamidah et al. 2018). Besides, Malaysian students
are usually bilinguals and multilingual. So, it is a norm for them to bring their L1 acquisition
and prior knowledge to assist them in L2 learning. The students also code switch to
communicate with their peers as they will be more comfortable to communicate using a
language that they both shares. However, the reliance on L1 should be limited as many
students nowadays whose English is not their native language are learning English, instead of
learning in English. This is worrisome as this will give negative effects on their proficiency in
English and this will eventually affect their employment or performance in the future.

Methodology

This study employed a cross-sectional survey design, one of the procedures in
guantitative research. This design was chosen because it allowed the researcher to collect the
data from the research participants at one point in times. So, it was convenient and suitable
for this study.

The study was conducted at Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan Seri Aman, a secondary
school in Pasir Puteh, Kelantan. It was located in a rural area with 1079 enrolled students with
101 teachers. The simple random sampling was used when selecting the participants. So, all
the members in the population would get an equal chance to be included in the sample
(Bryman, 2012). 91 upper pre-university students from the school voluntarily participated in
this study.

Furthermore, for the research instrument, this study administered a questionnaire to

the participants to collect the data. The questionnaire was adapted from a study by Joanna
(2014) on CS in Malaysian ESL classroom. This 19-item questionnaire used a 5-point Likert
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scale namely strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree and strongly agree, in an effort to
extract specific responses from the participants regarding the issue. It was divided into two
sections, where Section A was on the participant’s biographical information and Section B on
the participant’s beliefs of using CS in ESL learning. Besides, the questionnaire was also
prepared in two languages; Malay and English in order to help the low-level proficiency
students to have a better understanding of the statement in each item.

Before that, the pilot test was conducted for the questionnaire where 26 students
participated in the test. Based on the students’ responses and feedbacks, some necessary
amendments were made to the questionnaire. After obtaining the approval from the school
administrators and the participants, the questionnaire was distributed. The participants were
given a brief explanation of the procedure in order to avoid any confusion. They completed
the questionnaire during the lesson under the supervision of the researcher. Data collected
were then analysed using frequency analysis via IBM SPSS Statistics Version 23.

Results
Participants’ Biographical Information

The participants from this study were pre-university students from Sekolah Menengah
Kebangsaan Seri Aman, Pasir Puteh, Kelantan. 91 participants had taken part in this study
where it consisted of 41 males (45.1%) and 50 females (54.9%). From the data collected, the
majority of the participants, comprised of 90 of them were Malay (98.9%), while only one
participant from other race namely Siamese (1.1%).

Out of 91 participants, 2 of them (2.2%) got grade A for English papers in their SPM.
There were 16 participants (17.6%) who got grade B and 19 participants (20.9%) for grade C.
Almost half of the overall participants, 42 of them (46.2%) obtained grade D for their English
papers in SPM. Besides, 7 of the participants (7.7%) from this study scored E and 5 of them
(5.5%) failed their English papers.

Furthermore, the participants were asked to rank their level of English. More than half
of them, consisting of 64 participants (70.3%) felt that their level of English was okay and 7
participants (7.7%) ranked theirs as good. In addition, from the data collected, 17 participants
(18.7%) considered them as weak in English, while 3 of them (3.3%) felt their level of English
was very weak.

Students’ Beliefs towards CS in ESL Classrooms

To answer the question; ‘What are the students’ beliefs towards CS in ESL learning?’
the data collected were analyzed using frequencies in the form of a percentage. After that,
the average percentage was calculated in order to determine the students' beliefs on the
issue discussed, either it was positive or negative.

Based on the data presented in Table 1, more than half of the participants were in

agreement that the use of CS by their teachers makes the English lessons more gratifying. The
number was made up of 71.4% of the whole participants in this study. However, 8.8% of the
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participants reported that using CS had no impact in making the English lessons more
entertaining, while 19.8% of them remained impartial with the statement.

Table 1: Using CS to make the lesson more enjoyable

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
2.2% 6.6% 19.8% 52.7% 18.7%

Table 2 showed the data that had been collected for using CS in enhancing the
participants' understanding during the ESL classrooms. Majority of them constituted 77%
were in consensus that the use of CS did help them to enhance their comprehension during
the ESL classrooms. On the other hand, only 3.3% of the participants stated using CS had no
effect on their understanding of the English lessons, whereas 19.8% of them stayed neutral
on this issue.

Table 2: Using CS for the students’ better understanding

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
0 3.3% 19.8% 41.8% 35.2%

As evident from the data shown in Table 3, the use of CS did play a role in building up
the participants' confidence and motivation to learn English. 66% of the participants in this
study agreed their confidence, as well as motivation levels, were elevated when CS was used
during ESL classrooms. Nevertheless, 11% of the participants reported that using CS in the
lessons by the teachers did not affect their confidence and motivation levels to learn English.
Meanwhile, 23.1% of them remained undecided with this matter.

Table 3: Using CS to increase the students’ confidence and motivation levels

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
3.3% 7.7% 23.1% 37.4% 28.6%

The results in Table 4 suggested that the participants would pay more attention in ESL
classrooms with the use of CS without feeling anxious about unfamiliar L2 words. Most of the
participants, 74.8% believed they could concentrate on the lessons more if CS was used to
explain unfamiliar L2 words and sentences. On the other hand, 9.9% of the participants failed
to agree that using CS had ever achieved this purpose, whereas 15.4% of them were
ambivalent with this issue.
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Table 4: Using CS to help the students' to stay focused on the lesson

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
2.2% 7.7% 15.4% 48.4% 26.4%

The data collected in Table 5 proposed that using CS influenced the participants to be
active during the activities in the English lessons. It was revealed that 73.6% of the participants
were in consensus as they felt more engaged in the lessons when CS was used. However,
there were a small number of participants who disagreed. It was evident when only 2.2% of
them went against this motion. Another 24.2% of the participants remained indecisive with
the statement.

Table 5: Using CS increases the students’ engagement in the lessons

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
1.1% 1.1% 24.2% 52.7% 20.9%

Based on the findings presented in Table 6, most of the participants, 42.9% were on
the fence regarding the issue of conducting the lessons entirely in English. Nevertheless,
36.3% of the participants did not believe it was the best option for the teachers to use English
as the sole language of instruction in ESL classrooms. Meanwhile, 20.9% of them preferred
the lessons to be free from the use of CS.

Table 6: Using English entirely in the lessons

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
7.7% 28.6% 42.9% 17.6% 3.3%

From the data shown in Table 7, it showed that the participants preferred the minimal
use of CS in the ESL classrooms. 41.8% of the participants were in agreement that the less use
of CS in the English lessons would be the best option. On the other hand, 27.5% of the
participants wanted the teachers to use CS when conducting the English lessons, while 30.8%
of them were still impartial with this matter.

Table 7: Minimizing the use of CS in the lessons

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
4.4% 23.1% 30.8% 34.1% 7.7%

The results in Table 8 suggested that the participants leaned towards the mixing of
English and their L1in ESL classrooms. It was evident when the majority of the participants,
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82.5% had a strong inclination to use CS during the English lessons. Meanwhile, 15.4% of them
remained undecided and only a small number of the participants, 2.2% were against the use
of CS during the ESL classrooms.

Table 8: Mixing English and other languages during the lessons

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
1.1% 1.1% 15.4% 36.3% 46.2%

As shown by the data in Table 9, 44.0% of the participants were indecisive either to
use a language other than English or not in ESL classrooms. On the other hand, 18.7% of the
participants showed support by disapproving the use of other languages except for English
during the lessons. Meanwhile, 37.4% of them did believe including other languages in the
English lessons would be better.

Table 9: Disapproval of using other languages in the English lessons

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
9.9% 27.5% 44.0% 12.1% 6.6%

It was apparent from the findings presented in Table 10 that the participants were
having troubles in their English lessons when CS was not used. 60.5% of the participants faced
problems in their learning if the teachers did not provide any explanation in their L1 during
the English lessons. On the contrary, 14.3% of the participants indicated that they had no
trouble if CS was not used during the English lessons, while 25.3% of them remained in the
middle with the issue.

Table 10: Difficulty to learn when CS was not used

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
4.4% 9.9% 25.3% 42.9% 17.6%

The data presented in Table 11 proposed that the participants had mixing views on
using CS to sustain their attention in the ESL classrooms. From the findings, 48.4% of the
participants admitted that they faced difficulty to focus on the English lessons if the teachers
opted to use only English. Meanwhile, 30.8% of the participants had no problem if CS was not
used, whereas, 20.9% were ambivalent regarding this matter.

Table 11: Difficulty to concentrate when CS was not used

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
4.4% 26.4% 20.9% 36.3% 12.1%
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As evident from the data presented in Table 12, the participants used CS if they
needed to share and express their opinions in English. 75.9% of the participants were in
consensus that CS was opted if they were having trouble in expressing themselves. On the
other hand, 8.8% of the participants did not rely on CS in sharing their views during the English
lessons, while 15.4% of them were still on the fence regarding the matter.

Table 12: Using CS to express oneself

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
1.1% 7.7% 15.4% 47.3% 28.6%

Based on the results shown in Table 13, the participants tended to use CS when they
were trying to have a smooth flow of a conversation. 59.4% of the participants chose to use
CS to communicate with other people during English lessons. From the table, only a small
number of the participants, 6.6% did not opt to CS when communicating with others.
Meanwhile, 34.1% of them remained undecided with the statement.

Table 13: Using CS for communication purposes

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
2.2% 4.4% 34.1% 41.8% 17.6%

From the data presented in Table 14, the participants were comfortable to use CS
during the English lessons when conversing with their friends who speak the same L1. The
number, made up 72.6% of the whole participants in this study suggested that the
participants chose to use CS when they spoke to their friends. In contrast, only 5.5% of them
believed using CS was not the best option in such situations, whereas 22.0% of the
participants stayed impartial with this issue.

Table 14: Using CS when conversing with peers who share the same L1

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
0 5.5% 22.0% 38.5% 34.1%

The findings shown in Table 15 suggested that the participants chose to use CS when
they could not explain difficult words to their peers during the English lessons. It was evident
when 77.0% of the participants were in agreement that using CS was necessary if it could help
them to give a better explanation of the difficult words in the ESL classrooms. Conversely,
5.5% of the participants opted not to use CS to perform this task, while 17.6% of them
remained irresolute with this matter.
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Table 15: Using CS to explain difficult words to peers

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
0 5.5% 17.6% 35.2% 41.8%

Based on the data collected from the distributed questionnaire, the students’ beliefs
on integrating CS in the English lessons could be categorized into two groups. The first group
was the students’ positive views on using CS in the ESL classrooms and the other group was
the students’ negative views. Table 16 revealed the percentages of the participants’
responses for each statement regarding the issue discussed. The percentages were the
cumulative percentages for the responses ranked of 4 and 5 on the Likert scale in the
guestionnaire namely, agree = 4 and strongly agree = 5.

After that, all the percentages from each group were calculated to find the average in
order to find the students' beliefs on the use of CS, either it was positive or negative. As shown
in Table 16, the majority of the participants in this study had viewed the use of CS in ESL
classrooms positively. It was evident when the average percentage of the participants who
believed CS could assist them in learning English was 69.9%. Roughly, this percentage made
up of 64 out of 91 participants in this study. On the contrary, only a small number of
participants accounted for 27.1% had negative views on the practice of CS during the English
lessons. They had expressed their hope for the teachers to minimise or lessen the use of other
languages in the ESL classrooms.

Table 16: Summary of the students’ beliefs on the use of CS in ESL classrooms
Students’ Positive Views

Using CS to make the lesson enjoyable 71.4%
Using CS for the students’ better understanding 77.0%
Using CS to increase the students’ confidence and motivation levels 66.0%
Using CS to help the students to stay focused on the lesson 74.8%
Using CS increases the students’ engagement in the lessons 73.6%
Mixing English and other languages during the lessons 82.5%
Difficulty to learn when CS was not used 60.5%
Difficulty to concentrate when CS was not used 48.4%
Using CS to express oneself 75.9%
Using CS for communication purposes 59.4%
Using CS when conversing with peers who share the same L1 72.6%
Using CS to explain difficult words to peers 77.0%

Average 69.9%

Students’ Negative Views

Using English entirely in the lessons 20.9%
Minimizing the use of CS in the lessons 41.8%
Disapproval of using other languages in the English lessons 18.7%

Average 27.1%
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Thus, from the findings of this study, it can be concluded that the students’ had
positive views towards the use of CS in the ESL classrooms. It is evident as the students
believed the use of CS can assist them during the English lessons. The findings of this study
concurred with the findings from previous studies by Joanna (2014), Adibah (2016) and
Nurhamidah et al. (2018) who agreed CS could be beneficial to the students in ESL learning.
Furthermore, the students were in consensus that when CS was used, the lessons would be
more enjoyable and comprehensible. In addition, they were also more confident and
motivated to learn in the class which practiced CS, instead of English only medium. These
positive feelings indicated that CS provided a supportive language environment for second
language learners. These findings regarding the affective supports were in line with the
findings found in the studies by Joanna (2014), Mazlin (2015) and Memon et al. (2016).

Besides, the students perceived CS as one of the indicators for their active
participation and being more focused during the English lessons. These findings were
supported by the study from Badrul, & Kamaruzaman (2009) where CS promoted the
students' engagement during the English lessons. This was due to the fact that the students
were comfortable and felt supported by the learning environment as CS acted as a bridge to
connect the teachers to the students. By using CS, the teachers and the students would be
able to discuss any issue without worrying about the problems that may arise due to the
students' limited proficiency. Hence, they would feel less stressed or anxious during English
lessons. This statement could be related to Krashen’s Affective Filter hypothesis where
reducing the students’ affective filters could help the students to perform better in their
second language acquisition process. In addition, it can be perceived that the use of CS is one
of the most preferred strategies by the students to learn English. It is understandable as most
of the Malaysian students can be considered bilinguals or multilingual, hence they will use
their acquisition in L1 to tackle the linguistics hurdles that they may face.

However, the findings also showed that some participants hope for minimizing the use
of CS in ESL classrooms. Although there was only a small fraction of them, their view on the
use of CS should not be ignored. It is because the overreliance on the L1 can hinder the
purpose of learning the target language. This negative view may stem from the students’ lack
of exposure to the target language. The only possible way to learn it is in the classroom, thus
leading them to oppose the idea of using too much L1 during the lessons. Besides, there is
also a possibility that the students’ different level of proficiency affects their view on the use
of CS as revealed by the studies from Debreli and Oyman (2016) and Khati (2011). However,
this study does not look at the students’ proficiency level with regards to the use of CS, so it
is impossible to draw any conclusion between these two.

Conclusion

Overall, this study revealed that the students had viewed the use of CS in ESL
classrooms in Malaysia positively where its use as one of the strategies to acquire the target
language should be embraced. Hence, the study has proposed some implications to several
parties that involve in education field. Firstly, for language policymakers, the finding of this
study should be taken into consideration when designing the language policy. It is because
the majority of the students agreed with the positive contribution of CS to ESL learning. Thus,
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the English-only policy should be re-examined to suit the different needs of the students. By
taking into account the students’ perceptions and beliefs on the use of CS, the examined
curriculum might probably have more positive impacts on the students’ second language
fluency instead of monolingual practices. The students’ needs should be the main focus as
they are one of the parties that will be directly impacted by any changes made by the higher
ups.

Besides, for the teachers, they should be more open with the use of CS in ESL
classrooms. It should be considered that it is not wrong to use CS to attend to the students’
need especially the weak ones. So, the teachers should stop the negative sentiment that CS
can affect the students’ second language development. Together with this, the unspoken rule
of forbidding the students to use their L1 during the English lessons should also be put an end
to. It should be remembered that the learning will not be successful if the students learn
nothing from the lessons.

Lastly, for the researchers, this study is only restricted to one school in Pasir Puteh,
Kelantan with only 91 participants. So, the finding cannot be reflected and generalized to
other secondary schools in Kelantan and also Malaysia. A nationwide survey is recommended
to identify the Malaysian students’ beliefs on the use of CS in ESL classrooms. Thus, thorough
preparation from the future researchers is needed in terms of times, cost and target
population. Hopefully, this study can shed some lights in assisting the students to successfully
learn and master the target language, especially in Malaysian education settings.
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