
 

 
 

    
  

Advanced level 

English 
 

2EN50 

Supervisor: Christopher Allen 
 

15 credits 

Examiner: Maria Estling Vannestål 2011-05-31 

 

Aspects of code-switching 

     for a Spanish-English bilingual child 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Johanna Boaventura Martins 



Abstract 

 

This essay has analyzed under what circumstances a Spanish-English bilingual child code-

switches and if there are any differences between the languages when it occurs. The essay will 

examine in more detail if the switching involves any particular word class and if the code-

switching develops or change over time. This essay defines bilingualism and code-switching, 

explaining what they mean and how they emerge. These aspects of bilingualism give the 

reader a wider view of the subject and these aspects also explain how these terms relate to one 

and another. The data that has been used for this essay is taken from a child language corpus 

called CHILDES, which can be found on the Internet. The data has been used to carry out a 

study on this bilingual child at the age of one year and three months up to the age of two years 

and six months. This is therefore called a longitudinal study because it follows a child over a 

long period. The purpose of this study was to see which word classes that the girl code-

switched to in both her languages. The results will show the use of different word classes at 

different ages and the percentage of code-switching in both languages. The results shows that 

the child code-switched during all conversations in Spanish, but she did not code-switch 

during all the English conversations, which implies that English is the dominant language for 

the girl.  
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Background 

Nowadays the majority of the world’s population speaks more than one language; which is 

the result of the bilingual world we live in today. All around the world there are people using 

several languages in their everyday life or there are those using more than one language 

among family and friends. Bilingualism is something that surrounds us all the time thanks to 

the multicultural society that we live in. Language is seen as a source for communication and 

also as a symbol of social and group identity, which represents solidarity and membership 

(Grosjean, 1982:117). When we know different languages this will result in possibilities to get 

closer in contact with how other people around the world live. A person who knows more 

than one language can be seen as having an asset for further learning, but also for 

communication. When a bilingual person uses several languages or dialects during a 

conversation or even in a sentence, this is known as code-switching (Gardner-Chloros, 

2009:4). This is something that occurs for bilingual people when they mix their languages and 

code-switching is therefore seen as an important aspect of bilingualism (Grosjean, 1982:145). 

The extent of bilingualism is huge today and this can have to do with commercial and 

economic factors. These factors can lead plenty of people to use both languages that they 

speak on a regular basis. You can also see bilingualism in some countries, where linguistic 

minorities are being concentrated in specific areas (Grosjean, 1982:2).  

1.2 Aim 

The aim of this essay is to analyze under what circumstances a bilingual Spanish-English 

child code-switches and analyze if there are any differences between the languages when it 

occurs. Does the bilingual code-switch more to the dominant language or how does it actually 

work? The essay also examines how the bilingual child uses different word classes while code 

switching.  More specific research questions are: 

 

1. Does the code-switching involve any particular word class? 

2. How does code-switching develop/change over time? 
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1.3 Literature review 

This essay will mention definitions of bilingualism and code-switching and explain why code-

switching occurs for a bilingual child at different ages. To show how this topic has been 

approached earlier this essay will with the help of some secondary sources present 

investigations in previous research. This previous research will be used to make the essay as 

reliable as possible. 

1.3.1 Bilingualism 

Bilingualism is something that we encounter in every country today. According to Grosjean 

(1982:1) bilingualism is found in different classes of society and also in different age groups, 

spread worldwide. A functional definition of bilingualism is “the regular use of two 

languages” (Grosjean, 1982:230). Cantone (2007:1) mentions that an important topic when 

studying bilingualism is the actual acquisition of two languages that takes place from birth. 

Cantone (2007:3) also mentions that the definition of bilingual acquisition said by Fred 

Genesee can be interpreted as “simultaneous acquisition of more than one language during the 

period of primary language development”. The reason for distinguishing bilinguals from 

monolinguals is that a bilingual person develops a two language system; meanwhile a 

monolingual develops one language system. Bilingual or multilingual speakers do not use 

both/all their languages in all circumstances, there are certain situations where they will use 

one language and in other situations use another language. People who are competent at 

speaking two or more languages must keep them separate in language production and 

language reception (Appel & Muysken, 1987:79). That means that bilinguals have the ability 

of speaking one language while listening to someone that is speaking another language. There 

is a probability that bilingual people use their languages in different domains during their 

lives and it can have to do with different cultural experiences that they are connected with 

(ibid 81). 

 

1.3.1.1 A bilingual person 

Cantone (2007: 2) states that to define a person as bilingual there are factors that need to be 

considered. Firstly, we need to consider the external and internal factors that exist. External 

factors have to do with the language community that the speaker is surrounded by, that is if 



3 

 

the setting is bilingual or if it is a case of individual bilingualism. It also has to do with 

attitudes that can arise towards language mixing, socio-political status of languages and the 

function that speech has in certain contexts. Meanwhile internal factors involve language 

proficiency, the level of formality and intimacy, what the interaction between the languages is 

like and other factors related to the development of the two languages. Secondly, the attitude a 

bilingual person has towards the languages he or she uses is another important factor to study. 

According to Cantone (2007:3) there are ways to analyze this by simply looking at which of 

the languages are used with whom and for what purpose. This approach has to do with the 

study of language choice, which means that a bilingual person has the possibility to decide 

and choose for themselves which of the languages they want to speak. Grosjean (1982:127) 

mentions the daily interactions that bilinguals have with others where they will constantly 

change the variety of the language they are using.  The hearer’s language competence also has 

an influence in this language choice that the bilingual has to make. The hearer can be 

monolingual and in that case the bilingual must therefore choose the shared language. If the 

hearer on the other hand is bilingual then they can both freely switch between the languages 

they speak (Cantone, 2007:3). In any language community a bilingual speaker has a repertoire 

of speech choices that can shift depending on the situation (Grosjean, 1982:127). Studies on 

language choice and language use are often related to social behavior, where the social 

environment that a bilingual is exposed to has a strong effect on the language choice. Finally, 

the competence that a bilingual person has needs to be examined so therefore researchers have 

done some studies about the development of the bilingual’s two languages and compared 

these languages with each other. The fluency of the two languages that is found in daily use is 

also tested to see to what extent the bilingual masters the two languages (Cantone, 2007:3).  

Grosjean (1982:5) states that bilingualism has been a phenomenon in human history ever 

since the existence of language.  To locate a country that does not have one or more linguistic 

minorities, where the members use both the majority and minority languages, is impossible. 

To find a society that is entirely monolingual is truly difficult. The origins of bilingualism 

have to do with very important factors. There are different reasons for people to become 

bilingual and a few of them have to do with the movement that groups of bilingual people 

have done for political, social or economic reasons. Cultural and educational factors can also 

be reasons for bilingualism to emerge (ibid 30).  
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1.3.2 Childhood bilingualism 

Millions of children around the world are living a life as a bilingual. This early childhood 

bilingualism is a reality that more and more children today are familiar with (Lightbown & 

Spada, 2006:25). Many children acquire more than one language from the early childhood and 

they are seen as simultaneous bilinguals. Then there are other children learning additional 

languages later on when they go to school and these children are referred to as sequential 

bilinguals. According to Lightbown & Spada (2007:25) there has been plenty of research 

done when it comes to childrens’ learning abilities when acquiring languages in their 

childhood. Cantone (2007:3) mentions that bilingual first language acquisition or, BFLA, as 

will be referred to from now on, is a term which means that both languages of a bilingual 

child must be seen as a first language and it is also regarded as a simultaneous acquisition. 

Furthermore Cantone (2007:3) states that some researchers have proposed that the acquisition 

is being regarded as simultaneous only if it takes place up to the age of 3. It is seen as a 

successive acquisition, if the language is acquired later than that. In the research field of 

BFLA the main point of this study is to provide evidence that when a bilingual child acquires 

languages it can be compared to the language acquisition of a monolingual child. As 

mentioned before, the only difference between a monolingual and a bilingual is that a 

bilingual person has developed two language systems (Cantone, 2007:1).  

Werner Leopold (1949 [www]) has done a study on childhood bilingualism where he studied 

the simultaneous acquisition of his daughter’s two languages. What Leopold noticed was that 

his daughter went through a stage where she started to use words from both her languages. 

This was a sign that his daughter had confused the two languages and Leopold understood 

that she was functioning as a monolingual. Leopold therefore proposed that bilingual first 

language learners go through a primary monolingual stage.
1
 Trott el al (2004:280) states that 

when the child gets older their judgment of bilingualism is progressively more based on the 

levels that have been achieved within the two languages rather than the accessibility of the 

language environment that the child lives in. With sufficient exposure to the languages from 

the start, the child is seen as having two first languages (Trott et al, 2004:281).  

 

                                                           
1
 http://www.psych.mcgill.ca/perpg/fac/genesee/HDBK%20BFLA%20FINAL.pdf 

http://www.psych.mcgill.ca/perpg/fac/genesee/HDBK%20BFLA%20FINAL.pdf
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1.3.2.1 Interplay of a bilingual’s two languages 

At the present time researchers are quite apprehensive with the interplay of a bilingual’s two 

languages, though it is assumed that the languages develop separately. But according to some 

studies on BFLA there are a few worries about the language mixing that young bilinguals do. 

When language mixing occurs for children then it is claimed that it is evidence of a confusion 

that takes place in the bilingual child’s language acquisition, which then implies that the two 

languages are not acquired separately, but instead acquired as a single system (Cantone, 

2007:2). Research about the development of two languages acquired simultaneously has 

motivated the unitary language system hypothesis which says that children who are exposed 

to two languages go through a primary stage where the languages are not distinguished 

(Leopold, 1949 [www]).
2
 This hypothesis has a very clear formulation that Volterra and 

Taeschner have presented:  

In the first stage the child has one lexical system which includes words from 

both languages. …, in this stage the language development of the bilingual 

child seems to be like the language development of the monolingual child. … 

In the second stage, the child distinguishes two different lexicons, but applies 

the same syntactic rules to both languages. 

In the third stage the child speaks two languages differentiated both in lexicon 

and syntax… (1978:312) 

Volterra & Taeschner (1978) argue that there is one system for both languages that the 

children begin with and with time it develops into two separate systems. Cantone (2007:6) 

mentions a question of significance which has to do with how the organization of the 

languages is done by bilingual children and how they use them. One answer to this question is 

that bilingual children that have acquired two languages at the same time then have two 

different linguistic systems, which means they have a system for each language. Lightbown & 

Spada (2006:26) mention that many simultaneous bilinguals reach quite high levels of 

proficiency in the languages they know and according to some developmental psychologists 

there is now evidence that bilingualism may have some positive effects on abilities. These 

abilities are related to academic achievement, which has to do with the metalinguistic 

awareness that bilingual people have. According to Lightbown & Spada (2006:25) there are 

several opportunities one has when acquiring and maintaining a language. These opportunities 

can facilitate for the child when it comes to personal, social and economic factors later on. 

                                                           
2
 http://www.psych.mcgill.ca/perpg/fac/genesee/HDBK%20BFLA%20FINAL.pdf 

http://www.psych.mcgill.ca/perpg/fac/genesee/HDBK%20BFLA%20FINAL.pdf
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1.3.3 Code-switching 

 A bilingual talking to another person, who also is bilingual in the same languages, will during 

the conversation change from speaking one language to speaking another. This is when code-

switching occurs. These changes may happen back and forth frequently (Trott et al, 

2004:281). Appel & Muysken (1987:120) explains the term code-switching as the use of 

many languages during the same discourse. Cantone (2007:13) mentions that mixing between 

languages is called language mixing. When a word from one language or even an utterance 

containing elements of both languages are mixed into the language context of the other 

language it is seen as language mixing. Cantone (2007:59) mentions John Gumperz, who have 

done studies on code-switching and he argues that the language mixing is something that 

should not be seen as a deficit. Gumperz distinguishes between two different types of code-

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

switching has to do with the situation that the speakers are exposed to and metaphorical code-

switching is related to language choice where achieving communicative effects is the main 

goal. Gumperz’s studies on code-switching show that the bilingual’s strategies and also the 

topics of discourses are necessary for a successful explanation of language mixing. He claims 

that a bilingual can choose a speech style and this will be seen as a discourse strategy (ibid 

59). 

1.3.3.1 Language mixing vs. code-switching 

Cantone (2007:14) brings up a point that Meisel (1989) has brought up when it comes to 

defining language mixing and code-switching. Early mixing is what happens for younger 

bilingual children when they are at their early stage of the language acquisition. Early child 

mixing is seen as being structurally different from the mixing that occurs later on and 

therefore this needs to be defined in another way. Meisel claims that it is more appropriate to 

use code-switching when children have acquired good proficiency in both their languages. As 

long as the child is learning the languages in the early stages and not mastering any of them 

quite well, then language mixing is the appropriate term to use when referring to younger 

children. Cantone (2007:13-14) mentions that studies on language mixing have shown that 

when mixing occurs for young bilinguals this is referred to a lack. This lack could either have 

to do with pragmatic competence which means that a child is not capable yet to separate the 

languages. Or it could have to do with the absence of lexical competence and that means that 
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if the child does not know a word in one language he or she will use the corresponding word 

in the other language. It could also be a lack of grammatical competence, which refers to 

certain structures that are already acquired in one language that the child uses in the other 

language (ibid 13-14). Romaine (1995:12) argues that the bilingual’s skills in both languages 

may not always be the same when it comes to the linguistic levels within the languages. There 

is no connection between the different abilities at one level or another. A bilingual person can 

have a very good pronunciation, but at the same time have a weaker grammatical knowledge 

in one of the languages they speak.  

Furthermore Cantone (2007:111) mentions that in child mixing the grammar is not yet so 

conformed to the target grammar, which means that the child’s grammar is not as the 

grammar of an adult. Therefore utterances produced by children can vary from adult’s 

utterances, because they lack elements. So what distinguishes child mixing from adult mixing 

is really these lacks of elements related to linguistic rules that bilingual children do not have 

in the early stages of the language acquisition (Cantone, 2007:14). Cantone (2007:22) claims 

that as the bilingual children’s speech develops then the mixing they do is becoming more 

alike the adults’ mixing. This means that other elements are being mixed, but mostly nouns. 

During the language development backsliding is something that can occur. This development 

has to do with normal patterns of human learning behavior. Backsliding can emerge when 

learning a language and this means that the language development may not always go 

forward. There are times when the language acquisition can stagnate and it can feel as if the 

learning progress is not going onward.
3
 Grosjean (1982:149) explains that the reason why 

bilingual people code-switch is because they lack skills in one language when they are talking 

about a certain topic. What happens is that the bilingual code-switches when he or she cannot 

find the suitable word or even expression during a conversation. There are simply some 

notions that are expressed better in one of the languages than the other. Code-switching has to 

do with the lack of a suitable terminology in one of the bilingual’s languages (Grosjean, 

1982:152). 

 

                                                           
3
 http://people.ku.edu/~mmth/Interscam.pdf 
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1.3.3.2 Language dominance and awareness of conversation partner’s competence 

Cantone (2007:14) mentions one interference which has a huge influence on the acquisition. 

This interference has to do with language dominance, that is, when there is one language 

stronger than the other one. This language dominance can lead to a kind of unidirectional 

mixing for the child, where most of the vocabulary is only available in one language. The 

bilingual children have a bigger lexicon in one of their languages. Moreover Cantone 

(2007:25) argues that this language dominance is a reason for the mixing that occurs for 

children. Bilingual children can mix words or sentences from the dominant language to the 

non-dominant language, but what they cannot do is mixing from the non-dominant to the 

dominant language. This can have to do with an unbalanced language development that the 

bilingual children have in the development of the two grammars of the languages. This 

dominance also has a positive aspect in the bilingual child’s language acquisition, where 

structures that are more developed in on language are mixed into the language that is not as 

developed. According to Trott et al (2004:) an adult bilingual takes into consideration their 

conversation partners when having a conversation and can therefore control the conversation 

by switching to the language that the partners know. There have been studies of this 

consideration when it comes to bilingual children to see at what age the child begins to show 

understanding of the capabilities the listeners they are talking to have. Cantone (2007:18) 

refers to Fred Genesee (1989) who states that bilingual children are seen as 

psycholinguistically capable to separate their two languages from the early years of their 

childhood. Because of this separation bilingual children can choose the language with respect 

to their listener or the situation they are in.  

 

1.3.3.3 Research about code-switching 

 

Gardner-Chloros (2009:4) states that there are results of studies made on code-switching 

where aspects of both language and speech can be found. These studies give the researchers 

insights in these aspects and with that knowledge they try to answer the questions of how and 

why bilinguals code-switch. Bilinguals frequently switch varieties at a functional level and 

they do this to communicate a message beyond the superficial meaning. This is something 
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that monolinguals also can do simply by switching between different dialects, intonations, 

registers et cetera (Gardner-Chloros, 2009:4). 

 

Gardner-Chloros (2009:5) argues that analyzing code-switched speech gives the researcher 

the opportunity to study what combinations of morphemes or words from the different 

languages can be combined and which of the combinations are a little more resistant. Code-

switching therefore helps to point out where difficulties in a conversation can arise and it 

gives us a better knowledge of how grammar functions for a bilingual. According to Cantone 

(2007:54) the study of language mixing can provide the research of bilingualism a clearer 

view of how the languages interact with each other. The socio-linguistic and pragmatic view 

is a way of how to analyze code-switch. When a bilingual code-switch it can vary because of 

the linguistic context or because of the social environment where the speaker can be found. 

Code-switching is also seen as a speech style and discourse strategy and this is a pragmatic 

viewpoint (ibid 54). 

 

Grosjean (1982:148) believes that code-switching does not only fulfill a linguistic need, but it 

also fulfills a communication resource which has to do with metaphorical code-switching as 

mentioned earlier. To achieve communicative effects in the discourse is the main goal for a 

bilingual speaker. This means that code-switching can take place quite unconsciously; the 

bilingual speakers can often be unaware that they are switching between languages. To 

communicate a message is the bilinguals’ main concern and they know that even if they use 

one or several languages during a discourse, the listener will understand them. There are some 

bilingual or even multilingual communities where code-switching is seen as a norm rather 

than an exception (Grosjean, 1982:149).  
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2. Methodology 

2.1 Material 

The data for this essay was taken from the CHILDES database. Collections of texts with the 

purpose to investigate a linguistic phenomenon are called a corpus. These collections of texts 

can be in an electronic form and are based on real examples of the language use.  The Child 

Language Data Exchange System, CHILDES , was established in 1984 by Catherine Snow 

and Brian MacWhinney and this corpus’ function was to serve as a source for first language 

acquisition data. CHILDES’ first transcripts was from the 1960s and today this database has 

transcripts, video and audio data in more or less 20 languages that are from 130 different 

corpora. All this data is accessible over the whole world for studies of child language 

acquisition. Many studies have been made about this subject, child language acquisition, and 

it is estimated that over 3000 published studies cite from the CHILDES corpus. CHILDES 

database is a system for child language and recently it has become a component of a talkbank. 

This talkbank is seen as a larger corpus system and it is used to share and study conversational 

interactions for linguistic research. In this talkbank the researcher can find language data from 

second language acquisition, conversation analysis, aphasics and also language learning in the 

classroom.
4
 This essay has analyzed the data occurring in this corpus which was collected for 

another study. This corpus provides recorded transcripts for this essay which are 

conversations between children and their caregivers and these conversations between the 

participants will be analyzed. These transcripts of speech will help the study in finding which 

word classes are being used when code-switching.  

 

2.2 Method 

 

This essay will analyze a longitudinal study of a Spanish-English girl born in England. This is 

a developmental methodology where the researcher follows a child over a long period. The 

chosen corpus is about a study made on this bilingual girl who was born the 24
th

 of June in 

1985. The girl’s mother, who was the investigator of this study, is English and she knows 

Spanish. The father is Cuban and he speaks English as a second language. During this time 

when the data collection was taking place, the girl was exposed to Spanish at home by both 

                                                           
4
 http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/data/Biling/ 
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her parents and at the daycare she was exposed to English. Once a week she was also exposed 

to English at home with her maternal grandmother. On average the little girl at the age of 

1;3.04 heard English 48% and Spanish 52% of the time. In CHILDES the age 1;3.04 

represents one year, three months and four days. For this study the ages of the girl had to be 

converted, where the months and days become days only. The days were divided with 365, 

which represents a whole year. 1;3.04 means that those three months becomes 90 days and 

then adding the four days is in total 94 days. These 94 days are then divided by 365 and the 

age of 1;3.04 then becomes 1,26. This was done when creating a graph, because this way of 

converting the ages would facilitate for the program that was used to calculate the graph. The 

ages will from now on be presented in this way when analyzing the charts and the graph. 

 This corpus consists of weekly recordings of the girl during a two-year period starting from 

the age of 1;3.04 up to 3;3, though many of the recordings were not transcribed so therefore 

the transcripts up until 2;6.02 are the ones being analyzed. There are nine transcripts in 

English and there are nine in Spanish that will be studied and these transcripts can be 4 up to 

47 minutes long. Due to the amount of time that it takes to analyze a transcript, the author of 

this essay has therefore chosen to analyze 20 utterances per transcript.  

The corpus of this study presents only a small part of all the recordings that were made. In 

total there are 95 recordings where an English interlocutor is taking part in the conversations, 

mostly the girl’s grandmother and 125 recordings was with a Spanish interlocutor, who 

generally was her father. Both audio and video recordings were made to capture spontaneous 

relations between the girl, her Spanish father and her English grandmother. In some of the 

recordings the girl’s mother was also participating and on those occasions she spoke both 

languages. In some of the recordings there were children participating too and they were 

playing with the bilingual girl and one time a health visitor was there. Many of the recordings 

that were made generally took place at home to create a natural and relaxed atmosphere. 

Activities that the participants did during these recordings were a lot of playing with the girl’s 

toys and looking at cards with animals and other objects on. The girl also looked at pictures of 

family members and playing with books was something that she did frequently. There were 

also a few recordings where mealtimes were taking place. 

This essay focuses on which word classes the bilingual girl uses in both her languages 

throughout this long period of study. To see how this increase of word classes has developed 
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through time some counting has been done on all these transcripts. There are two tables, one 

for the Spanish word classes and another for the English word classes, to show the results of 

how many times the girl uses a word class at different ages. To analyze the development of 

word classes for each language gives the researcher information about what grammatical 

knowledge the child has in each language lexicon. This is a way for the researcher to easily 

see which of the languages is the dominant one. There has also been some counting when the 

girl code-switches to one of the languages. This data will also be presented in two tables, 

showing which of the word classes the girl is using when code-switching in Spanish and 

English. A graph will summarize the code-switching, showing in percentage how much the 

girl code-switches at different ages.  

 

2.3 Problems and limitations 

A disadvantage with CHILDES database was that the available data did not contain much 

information about the child and her environment. Because of this brief information about the 

bilingual child this made the study difficult to examine at times. It is important for the 

researcher to get as much information as possible about the child. The results of this study are 

therefore based on a very limited material and this was not possible to generalize. The 

longitudinal study on the Spanish-English bilingual child was very time consuming. It took 

hours while analyzing all the transcripts and counting the words.   

The author of this essay had some difficulties at times when interpreting the meaning of the 

child’s words. It was therefore necessary to adopt some kind of way to analyze the data that 

was collected to make some interpretation. The reason for this was that there were times 

where the child’s utterances were difficult to understand and therefore the author had to draw 

conclusions as to what was actually being said. 
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3. Results 

3.1 Tables and graphs 

The following table will present the Spanish word classes that the girl has acquired at 

different ages during the Spanish conversations.  

Table 1: Word classes used in the Spanish utterances 

Age Nouns Main Aux Adv. Prep. Conj. Num. Pro. Adj. Inserts Articles 

    Verbs Verbs                 

1,26 2                 17   

                        

1,33       7           12   

                        

1,61 7 1         3   1     

                        

1,76 17     1   1 2         

                        

1,93 5 8   1   3   7       

                        

2,07 10 2   3   1 1 2       

                        

2,18 8 8   11 7   1 6   2   

                        

2,43 1 15   5   1 6 9   7   

                        

2,50 9 10   3 3 1 10 3   3   

                        

 

The data shown in this first table explains which of the word classes the girl has used at 

different ages. The girl uses most of the time types of nouns and this means number of 

different nouns, verbs and so forth. Three nouns can refer to three different types of nouns for 

example, bike, car and motorcycle. There are times when she uses tokens and this means 

number of total occurrences of nouns, verbs and so forth. Three occurrences can for example 

be two occurrences of the noun bike and one of car. Nouns is the word class that is increasing 

the most in Spanish during these nine conversations, but there are a few occasions where 
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inserts
5
 and main verbs are increasing more than the other word classes as well. During the 

Spanish conversations the girl started to use nouns, inserts and adverbs at an early age. During 

these conversations the girl and her parents looked at different pictures and read books with 

images, which may have contributed to the amount of vocabulary that increased with the age.  

The following order shows which of the word classes were adopted by the girl after the age of 

1,33: main verbs, numerals, adjectives, conjunction, pronouns and last prepositions. During 

these 20 utterances that were analyzed we can see that the girl does not use any auxiliary 

verbs at all. The reason is that in Spanish grammar there are not many auxiliary verbs. This 

explains why the girl uses main verbs instead. The girl did not use any articles during the 

analyzed utterances. 

Table 2 will present the English word classes that the girl has acquired during the English 

conversations. 

Table 2: Word classes used in the English utterances 

Age Nouns Main Aux Adv. Prep. Conj. Num. Pro. Adj. Inserts Articles 

    Verbs Verbs                 

1,27 5 2               13   

                        

1,33 7     3           13   

                        

1,42 8 2           2   8   

                        

1,60 13                 1   

                        

1,61 17     3   1       1   

                        

1,77 17     3     1     3   

                        

1,99 12 3   4   2       2   

                        

2,09 29 10 2 6 3   2 9 3 7 2 

                        

2,14 5 2 1 2       1 5 4   

                        

 

                                                           
5
 Refers to interjections for example: oh, mm, yeah, ah, eh etc. 
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This table shows the word classes that the girl used in the English conversations at different 

ages. The word class that is increasing the most in these conversations is nouns as well. 

During almost all the conversations nouns was a word class that the bilingual girl repeated 

frequently while interacting with the other participants. The word classes that the girl started 

to use early was nouns, main verbs and inserts. The activities that took place during these 

conversations were a lot of playing with toys, looking at cards with animals on and looking at 

books. This type of activities may stimulate the development of the grammar that the girl is 

acquiring in both her languages.  

The following order shows which of the word classes were adopted by the girl after the age of 

1,27: adverbs, pronouns, conjunction, numerals, auxiliary verbs, prepositions, adjectives and 

last articles. The bilingual girl started to use auxiliary verbs quite late and the use of articles 

only occurred during one conversation.  

Table 3 will present which of the word classes that the girl has used while code-switching to 

English during the Spanish conversations. 

Table 3: Illustrates code-switching from Spanish to English 

Age Nouns Main Aux Adv. Prep. Conj. Num. Pro. Adj. Inserts Articles 

    Verbs Verbs                 

1,26     

 
1           

 

  

      

 

            

 

  

1,33 1 3   

 

  

 

  

 

      

        

 

  

 

  

 

      

1,61 4 1 

 

            6   

      

 

                

1,76 2     1   

 

1 

 
1 

 

  

        

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

1,93 3   

 
1           2   

      

 
    

 

          

2,07 8             

 

  

 

  

                

 

  

 

  

2,18 7   

 
          3     

      

 
                

2,43 1     

 

    

 

  3 

 

  

        

 

    

 

    

 

  

2,50 6   

 
1         1 7   
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The table above shows which of the word classes the girl has used while code-switching from 

Spanish to English. What can be seen from this chart is that the dominant word class that the 

girl uses during almost all conversation is nouns. Another word class that is being repeated 

often is inserts followed by adjectives. There are a few word classes that the girl does not use 

when code-switching during the 20 utterances that were analyzed and those are: auxiliary 

verbs, prepositions, conjunctions, pronouns and articles.  

During the Spanish conversations the interlocutor was in most cases the girl’s father and in a 

few recordings the girl’s mother was also participating. The language used during these nine 

conversations was Spanish, which the parents used when they were speaking to the girl and 

even when they were speaking to each other. 

The last table will present which of the word classes that the girl used while code-switching to 

Spanish during the English conversations. 

Table 4: Illustrates code-switching from English to Spanish 

Age Nouns Main Aux Adv. Prep. Conj. Num. Pro. Adj. Inserts Articles 

    Verbs Verbs                 

1,27                       

                        

1,33                       

                        

1,42                       

                        

1,60 7                     

                        

1,61 1     6               

                        

1,77 3                     

                        

1,99 1     1               

                        

2,09                       

                        

2,14 14 8   1 1   1 2 5 1   

                        

 

The final table shows which of the word classes were used during the English conversations 

where the girl code-switches to Spanish.  Nouns are also the dominant word class during these 
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nine conversations, except for the three first conversations where no word classes are being 

used. Adverbs are used quite a lot as well when the girl is code-switching. After that the 

following order of the word classes that are used while code-switching are: main verbs, 

prepositions, numerals, pronouns, adjective and inserts. The word classes that are not used 

when code-switching to Spanish are the following: auxiliary verbs, conjunctions and articles.  

The participants during the English conversations were most of the time the girl’s mother and 

grandmother. There is one conversation where four children are participating and playing with 

the girl and another conversation where a health visitor is visiting. The father does also 

participate once at the last conversation. The language used during these conversations was 

English. Spanish did only occur during the English conversations when the girl actually code-

switched.  

The following graph will present the number of code-switches that the girl has done during 

the Spanish and the English conversations. 

Graph: Illustrates code-switching in the English and the Spanish utterances 

 

This graph summarizes the code-switching, showing in percentage how much the girl code-

switched at different ages. As can be seen from the data above, the language that the girl 
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code-switched to during all conversations was English. In these Spanish conversations the girl 

started early to code-switch to English and she continued doing these code-switches 

throughout all the conversations. There are times where the girl started to code-switch more 

and more and suddenly during another conversation the number of code-switches could 

decrease. In the English conversations it was not until the age of 1,60 that the girl started to 

code-switch to Spanish. During the last conversation the number of code-switches to Spanish 

increased drastically though and the girl was 2,14 at that time. There were four conversations 

in total where the girl did not code-switch to Spanish at all and the conversation where the girl 

was 2,09 did not contain any code-switching as well.  

The graph shows that the girl was code-switching the whole time during the Spanish 

conversations, but she was not code-switching as much during the English conversations, 

because four conversations out of nine she did not code-switch at all. The girl acquired 

different word classes at different ages in both languages and she could code-switch from one 

language to the other, but she had difficulties doing it the other way around. This result tells 

the researcher that there are a few differences between these two languages.  
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4. Discussion 

The author of this essay had to adopt some kind of way to analyze the data that was collected 

to make some interpretation of the meaning of the child’s words. The reason for this was that 

there were times where the child’s utterances were difficult to understand and therefore the 

author had to draw conclusions as to what was actually being said. In all of the first 

conversations, both in English as in Spanish, there were times where the child repeated the 

sound: yyy, frequently and conclusions were made that these responses could have to do with 

agreement when the parents were saying something to the child or it could be interpreted as 

inserts.  

Gardner-Chloros (2009:143) mentions that when studying acquisition in bilingual children 

many linguistic researchers do it over a period of months or even years and this is called a 

longitudinal study which is usually done within family contexts. This essay has analyzed a 

study of a bilingual Spanish-English child. This child has been studied during a period of time 

to see how skilled she has become in using both the languages and therefore this is seen as a 

longitudinal study. This longitudinal study gives the researcher an insight about the context 

that the child is interacting in. Gardner-Chloros (2009:143) also mentions a few of the 

researchers who have done this kind of longitudinal study over the past few years where 

Leopold (1949), Taeschner (1983), Deuchar (1986) and Quay (2000) are some of the 

researchers. This method has an advantage which is that the spontaneous child speech that is 

studied and recorded in a natural setting among people that the child knows gives the 

researcher the idea of how the development of the languages emerges. The participants who 

have a special relationship with the child have a better understanding of what is being said by 

the child and can therefore interpret the meaning of their utterances better. This naturalness of 

the recordings tells the researcher how the language use functions in the world of children. 

The study that has been made on the bilingual girl confirms that this natural setting has a huge 

influence on how the child will interact with the other participants. The child feels safe and 

confident with the people that are participating in the conversations and this has to do with the 

natural context that the child is used to be exposed to in everyday life.  

As can be seen from the graph showing the percentage of code-switching in Spanish and 

English, the dominant language ends up being English. During all the conversations in 

Spanish, the bilingual girl code-switched to English in each conversation, which was not the 
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case during the English conversations where the girl only code-switched to Spanish during a 

few conversations. This is a result which points to the fact that English is the dominant 

language, the language which influences Spanish. As mentioned before, Cantone (2007:25) 

states that when a bilingual child acquires languages there can occur an interference which 

has an influence in the language acquisition. This interference has to do with language 

dominance which means that the child knows one language better than the other one. This 

language ends up being stronger than the other language. English is therefore shown to be the 

strongest language for the bilingual girl, because she code-switched to English during all 

conversations in Spanish. This language dominance can lead to mixing between languages 

now and then, which the graph has presented. Bilingual children mix words or sentences from 

the dominant language to the non-dominant language because of the smaller amount of 

vocabulary available in the non-dominant language. Bilinguals have some difficulties mixing 

words or sentences from the non-dominant to the dominant language. This can be seen in the 

English conversations where the bilingual girl had difficulties code-switching to Spanish. The 

reason for this can have to do with an unbalanced language development of the two grammars 

of the languages and this can affect one of the languages. Cantone (2007:25) also states that 

most of the vocabulary is only available in one of the languages. Bilingual children can be 

seen as having a bigger lexicon in one of the languages that they know and this is the case of 

the bilingual girl who used different words when she code-switched during each conversation 

in Spanish. A possible cause of code-switching so much in English can have to do with the 

knowledge that the child has in English and also the amount of vocabulary that she masters. 

The child uses the dominant language as a tool to interact and to make her understood with 

the other participants.  

During some conversations, both in Spanish and English, the girl code-switched more and 

more and then during another conversation the number of code-switching could decrease. 

This could have to do with backsliding in the language development or it could have to do 

with the context that the child was in. Many times the code-switch could depend on the 

participants that were present, for example during an English conversation when the girl was 

2.09 years old she code-switched 62% and the reason for that was that her father was one of 

the participants. She adjusts her language to the people that are around her. Backsliding in 

language development has to do with normal patterns of human learning behavior. This 

means when a person is learning a language the process may not always go forward. There are 
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times when the acquisition stagnates.
6
 This can be the reason for the ups and downs in the 

graph of code-switching. The girl is acquiring the two languages at the same time and one 

language is stronger than the other one, but there is still a backsliding in both languages at 

times. This can be compared with the learning progress of playing an instrument, the progress 

does not happen immediate, and there are ups and downs in that learning progress as well.  

The word class that was used the most while code-switching in both languages was nouns. 

Romaine (1995:125) argues that there is a reason why nouns are used so much when code-

switching and this is due to the fact that nouns are relatively free of syntactic restrictions. 

Nouns were the word class that the girl expanded the most in both languages. During the 

conversations the participants used many objects when they were talking to the child, which 

increased the knowledge about nouns enormously. Nouns is a word class that many parents 

use when talking to younger children because this word class can be related to objects that are 

around the child and therefore this is a category that will increase in every child’s vocabulary. 

This was what happened to the bilingual girl when her parents used many toys, pictures and 

other objects while talking to her. Nouns is not only a word class that children use when code-

switching, but adults also tend to mix mostly nouns when they code-switch (Cantone, 

2007:22).  

Grosjean (1982:180) mentions some aspects of the development of two languages that can be 

found in bilingual children that this bilingual girl shows throughout this study. Some 

examples are the initial stage where the girl started to mix the languages, the slow separation 

of the girl’s two language systems, the avoidance of difficult words in the weaker language 

and the huge influence of the dominant language, English, to the weaker  language, Spanish. 

In this case the environment where the child lives has a huge role in the influence of 

languages, where Spanish ends up being influenced by English. This study has shown that as 

the child gets older there is no doubt that she will start to see the differences between the 

languages and with that knowledge she will know when to code-switch and with whom. 

                                                           
6
 http://people.ku.edu/~mmth/Interscam.pdf 
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5. Conclusion 

The aim of this essay was to analyze under what circumstances a bilingual Spanish-English 

child code-switched and analyze if there were any differences between the languages when it 

occurred. The aim was also to examine how the bilingual child used different word classes 

while code switching. The results of this study have shown that the aim of this essay has been 

reached. The bilingual girl code-switched to English during all the conversations in Spanish, 

but she did not code-switch as much to Spanish during the English conversations. This tells 

the researcher that English is the dominant language and it is the language which influences 

Spanish. Language dominance means knowing a language better than the other one and this 

language ends up being stronger. The child in this study has shown that she has a better 

knowledge and a greater vocabulary in English. The child code-switched to English during all 

the conversations in Spanish and this implies that she has a good knowledge about the 

language. The researcher can therefore draw the conclusion that English is the strongest 

language for the bilingual child.  

One result of this study was that nouns were used the most while code-switching in both 

Spanish and English. A reason for this word class to increase was that the participants usually 

used objects around the child while talking to her. The child and the participants had always 

plenty of objects which they were talking about and mentioning during the conversations. So 

conclusions can be made that the use of objects and images while interacting increase the 

knowledge about nouns. This word class is therefore used more by the child during all the 

conversations in both languages.  

Gardner-Chloros (2009:144) states that one of the main factors to understand the linguistic 

behavior in bilingual children is to know what kind of input the child has been exposed to and 

received from the caregivers. This information is very important for the researcher to get hold 

of because the researcher needs to know about the amount of exposure of both languages 

when analyzing a longitudinal study. A disadvantage with this study has been that CHILDES 

database has given very brief information about the bilingual child which makes the study a 

bit difficult to examine and even to draw conclusions in some cases. It is important that the 

researcher gets as much information as possible about the child to have a clear view of the 

facts.  
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For further research a study on more than one bilingual child can be done, where the 

researcher tries to study a similarity between the developments for the different bilingual 

children. This could involve a longitudinal study as well, as it gives the researcher more data 

to look at and a wider view of the area that the researcher wants to study. The morphemes and 

semantic fields are two things that can be analyzed and compared between these different 

children. It can be interesting to see if the semantic fields, when it comes to code-switching, 

are different from child to child. Counting morphemes can also be an interesting study in 

language acquisition to carry out, because this can also change from child to child.  

 

 

. 
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Appendix 

This study is about a bilingual Spanish-English child born in England in the 1980s. The age of 

the girl during this study was 1;3.04 up to the age of 2;6.02. The transcripts that have been 

analyzed for this essay are from nine conversations in Spanish and nine conversations in 

English. The following extracts are the 20 utterances that have been analyzed in each 

conversation. 

 

Spanish conversations 

1. 28-Sep-1986 

Time: 10:33 

Age: 1;3.04 

Participants: Target child, Father Sergio, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Playing with bricks 

1. uh 

2. papá 

3. up 

4. eh 

5. ah 

6. mm 

7. ah 

8. ah 

9. ah 

10. eh 

11. uh 

12. ah 

13. oh 

14. eh 

15. oh 

16. oh 

17. oh 
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18. ah 

19. eh 

20. papá 

2. 25-Oct-1986 

Time: 21:39 

Age: 1;4.01 

Participants: Target child, Father Sergio, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Taking things out of a box and looking at cards 

1. mm 

2. mm 

3. mm 

4. más 

5. mm 

6. mm 

7. mm 

8. mm 

9. mm 

10. mm 

11. duck cuak 

12. mm 

13. mm 

14. cuack cuack 

15. no 

16. no 

17. no 

18. mm no 

19. no 

20. no 

3. 01-Feb-1987 

Time: 40:16 

Age: 1;7.08 
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Participants: Target child, Father Sergio 

Activities: Looking at pictures and playing with toys. 

1. Teddy 

2. papá 

3. ¡mira! 

4. woof 

5. oh 

6. oh dear! 

7. bebé 

8. oh dear! 

9. zapato 

10. dos 

11.book 

12. oh clock! 

13. sapo 

14. ball 

15. Abi 

16. dulce 

17. estufa 

18. números 

19. dos 

20. dos 

4. 29-Mar-1987 

Time: 28:15 

Age: 1;9.05 

Participants: Target child, Father Sergio, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Reading books and playing with the lego. 

1. y Mina un libro 

2. Mina 

3. papá 

4. nappy 
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5. pañal 

6. pantalón 

7. media 

8. Mina un libro 

9. one more 

10. Papá 

11. Mina 

12. Mina 

13. no 

14. Mina 

15. book 

16. gallina 

17. yes 

18. mono 

19. gallina 

20. Mina 

5. 31-May-1987 

Time: 29:12 

Age: 1;11.07 

Participants: Target child, Father Sergio, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Looking at books and playing with toys. 

1. Granny 

2. Granny sienta 

3. aquí pasa 

4. pasa 

5. Oh dear! 

6. rompió 

7. rompió 

8. si 

9. se rompió Granny 

10. se rompió there 

11. si 
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12. fotos 

13. fotos 

14. fotos 

15. es ese ese 

16. ese ese 

17. ese 

18. si 

19. Mina 

20. Deuchar 

6. 20-Jul-1987 

Time: 25:43 

Age: 2;0.25 

Participants: Target child, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Looking at books. 

1. si 

2. mama 

3. mamá 

4. mamá siéntate 

5. piedras 

6. piedras 

7. mama y cake 

8. cake 

9. si 

10. ¿Qué es eso? 

11. mamá 

12. ¿más? 

13. baño 

14. mamá 

15. candle 

16. candle 

17. vela 

18. una vela 
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19. vela cake 

20. cake 

7. 29-Aug-1987 

Time: 25:40 

Age: 2;2.05 

Participants: Target child, Father Sergio, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Playing with the lego and reading books. 

1. más pa atrás, más pa atrás 

2. mamá 

3. aquí 

4. si este 

5. este es de mamá 

6. si 

7. este es para mí 

8. okey okey okey 

9. vamos sentarnos Mina lego 

10. mm mm aquí lego lego mamá 

11. lego lego 

12. eso es de mamá 

13. Mummy tengo este 

14. Mummy? 

15. una cama 

16. pa dormir 

17. si 

18. niña 

19. no cabe en cama 

20. no 

8. 29-Nov-1987 

Time: 30:34 

Age: 2;5.05 
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Participants: Target child, Father Sergio, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Playing with letters, making a cup of tea and playing with the lego. 

1. ah 

2. si 

3. ¿Dónde está? 

4. ¿mm dónde está una? 

5. pues dos hay dos mira dos perdió 

6. coge 

7. dos 

8. otro 

9. ¿Quieres otro otro? 

10. dámelo a mí hay dos okey okey 

11. ¿Qué quieres ahora? 

12. ¿Qué quieres papa? 

13. ¿eh tienes letras? 

14. si 

15. eh 

16. ah! ¿Qué quieres? 

17. ¿Qué quieres? 

18. coge 

19. okey 

20. ah ah 

9. 26-Dec-1987 

Time: 30:09 

Age: 2;6.02 

Participants: Target child, Father Sergio, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Playing with lego and playing with the pram. 

1. oh 

2. ah! Oh dear Granny 

3. ¿Granny qué está haciendo? 

4. uno tres 
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5. Oh dear! 

6. ponlo pone uno tres cuatro cinco 

7. uno dos cuatro cinco ah! Granny están amiga 

8. amigos 

9. papá eso papá 

10. ahora papá va a sentarse con mamá 

11. ah Granny there! 

12. Granny 

13. y aquí está Granny 

14. no yo puedo 

15. okey 

16. sombrero de pala 

17. ah? 

18. coge 

19. eh 

20. regalos 

 

English conversations 

1. 02-Oct-1986 

Time: 10:04 

Age: 1;3.08 

Participants: Target child, Mother Margaret, Grandmother Nancy 

Activities: Looking at cards and reading books 

1. car 

2. papa 

3. boo! 

4. oh 

5. oh 

6. uh 

7. quack 

8. book 
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9. papa 

10. oh 

11. oh 

12. uh 

13. papa 

14. oh 

15. woof 

16. oh 

17. mm 

18. oh 

19. mm 

20. eh 

2. 23-Oct-1986 

Time: 18:45 

Age: 1;3.29 

Participants: Target child, Grandmother Nancy, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Playing with toys and looking at cards. 

1. car 

2. no 

3. mm no 

4. mum 

5. mummy 

6. mm 

7. duck 

8. no 

9. bow wow 

10. bow wow 

11. mm 

12. eh 

13. oh 

14. oh 

15. mm 
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16. mm 

17. eh 

18. oh 

19. book 

20. mm 

3. 27-Nov-1986 

Time: 4:53 

Age: 1;5.03 

Participants: Target child, Grandmother Nancy 

Activities: Playing with toys and looking at cards. 

1. box 

2. teddy 

3.teddy 

4.box 

5. that 

6. that 

7. teddy 

8. kangaroo 

9. book 

10. bye 

11. bye 

12. gone 

13. mm 

14. mm 

15. quack 

16. mm 

17. papa 

18. ah 

19. mm 

20. uh 
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4. 29-Jan-1987 

Time: 32:22 

Age: 1;7.05 

Participants: Target child, Grandmother Nancy, Mother Margaret, Visitor Jane 

Activities: Looking at books, being measured and building bricks. 

1. dinner 

2. niña 

3. huevo 

4. niña 

5. niña 

6.granny 

7. granny 

8. granny 

9. Abi 

10. Abi 

11. Abi 

12. galleta 

13. galleta 

14. galleta 

15. lamp 

16. light 

17. light 

18. light 

19. bricks bricks 

20. oh 

5. 05-Feb-1987 

Time: 47:02 

Age: 1;7.12 

Participants: Target child, Grandmother Nancy, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Trying on a hat, playing with toys, having a snack and looking at books. 
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1. hat 

2. boo! 

3. no 

4. Mummy Mummy Mummy Mummy Mummy 

5. Mummy 

6. bucket 

7. people 

8. and books 

9. bucket 

10. book book book 

11. Mummy 

12. Granny 

13. más más más 

14. más 

15. más 

16. no 

17. No 

18. banana 

19. si 

20. taza 

6. 02-Apr-1987 

Time: 33:31 

Age: 1;9.09 

Participants: Target child, Grandmother Nancy, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Playing with toys 

1. Mummy 

2. Mummy no 

3. No mummy here 

4. Mummy 

5. Joshua 

6. Joshua 

7. ducha 
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8. hands 

9. mm 

10. birds 

11. ball 

12. flower 

13. ball ball 

14. Mamá 

15. panda panda 

16. people 

17. niña 

18. dolls 

19. dolls two 

20. Oh dear! 

7. 28-May-1987 

Time: 18:48 

Age: 1;11.04 

Participants: Target child, Grandmother Nancy, Mother Margaret 

Activities: Playing with toys. 

1. yes 

2. girl 

3. tea 

4. tea if 

5. clock 

6. paper 

7. paper 

8. paper paper 

9. bed 

10. bed 

11. sleep 

12. lavatory 

13. sit in there 

14. ah 
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15. no 

16. and cupboard 

17. brushes 

18. uh 

19. así 

20. pájaro 

8. 28-Jul-1987 

Time: 13:48 

Age: 2;1.03 

Participants: Target child, Mother Margaret, Child Rayna, Child Lisa, Child Tony, Child 

David 

Activities: Playing with English speaking children. 

1. tree that is garden 

2. this dirty 

3. not door come 

4. mm mm where is the doggy get to bed mm mm bed 

5. Mina bed 

6. yes mummy’s bed 

7. please mummy 

8. yes 

9. Rayna by herself 

10. Mina good I jump 

11. Rayna touched the floor 

12. me take it 

13. mm mm uh that is Mina 

14. two 

15. that is Mina’s bath make 

16. Mummy more bath for Rayna mum mum bath Rayna 

17. yes 

18. no mum draw one mummy 

19. Rayna bath 

20. me 
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9. 23-Aug-1987 

Time: 14:46 

Age: 2;1.20 

Participants: Target child, Mother Margaret, Father Sergio, Child Joshua 

Activities: Having a drink and playing in the garden. 

1. oh 

2. Mina little jugo 

3. Mina little jugo 

4. Mina little echa jugo 

5. Mina echo jugo 

6. yes 

7. yeah 

8. limpiarlo con agua 

9. mm poca agua 

10. piso 

11. Joshua limpiar eso poco agua poco agua 

12. un poco agua ven aquí poco agua 

13. Joshua Joshua 

14. mm 

15. echo agua 

16. oh 

17. Look! 

18. Es wet there es wet 

19. told him 

20. sit 

 

 

 

 

 

 


