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Abstract 
Existing studies are inconclusive about if and how children’s stronger language can 

support target language instruction. This study analyzed 29 Malay language teachers’ switching 

practices, reasons for switching, and perceptions of their Malay-English bilingual children’s 

language preferences and needs, in Singaporean preschool classrooms. 5 teachers’ and 68 

children’s actual language practices were video-recorded, transcribed and coded for frequency 

and reasons for codeswitching. The Computerized Language Analysis (CLAN) software 

calculated these occurrences, and the combos function was used to examine the impact of 

teachers’ language on children’s classroom language output. The results revealed mismatches 

between teachers’ reported and observed language perceptions and practices. Language 

separation ideology is prevalent in Singapore, yet only one teacher claimed to never use English. 

All teachers were observed to switch to English at varied frequencies. While most Malay 

language teachers reported that their English use was because of instructional purposes, they 

were observed codeswitching mainly due to habitual reasons. These findings reflect the need to 

address gaps between perceptions and practices in preschool language instruction, and to 

consider further steps in preparing teachers to address the reality of language needs and practices 

in their classrooms.  

Keywords: bilingualism, preschool, language instruction, classroom interactions, codeswitching, 

heritage language 
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Introduction 
Despite extensive research efforts, there is no consensus on if, and how much, 

codeswitching can support target language instruction. Although various studies have suggested 

that learners’ stronger language or L1 can support their target language or L2 learning, belief in 

language separation persists among teachers across bilingual and multilingual contexts (Inbar-

Lourie, 2010). Some studies consider that codeswitching use may depend on factors such as 

learners’ language proficiency, and teachers’ pedagogical or communicative objectives 

(Crawford, 2004). In any case, codeswitching has been observed to occur at varying extents in 

different contexts regardless of attitudes adopted towards codeswitching (Littlewood & Yu, 

2011). It has also been argued that enforcing either language separation or codeswitching without 

considering the needs of learners may result in negative effects such as increased learner anxiety 

(Levine, 2003), or affecting learner exposure to target language input (Weitz et al, 2010).  

Relevant literature also discusses gaps between language ideologies and actual teacher 

language practices (Chimbutane, 2013). Such gaps have led to negative teacher self-evaluations, 

characterized by feelings of guilt and incompetence, when teachers codeswitch in contexts where 

language separation is to be established (Creese & Blackledge, 2010). Teacher self-efficacy 

(Holzberger, Philipp & Kunter, 2013), and bridging gaps between teacher perceptions and 

practices, are among important factors contributing to favourable education outcomes (Borg, 

2006). These two factors coupled with the lack of research on codeswitching in preschool 

language classrooms, especially outside the Western context (Ducuara & Rozo, 2018), justify the 

need for further study. 

This paper explored codeswitching in Malay language Singaporean preschool 

classrooms. In Singapore, English is increasingly replacing Malay as a dominant household 
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language. A study by Sun et al (2018) revealed that decreases in Malay language use at home has 

contributed to lower Malay language competencies in preschoolers, as compared to English. 

Official recommendations are inconsistent in how to address the changing trends of Malay 

children’s home language. It is arguable that the persistent ideology of language separation (Tan, 

2004; De Silva, 1997), shifting language trends (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2010), and a 

dearth in contextualized studies altogether have contributed to inconsistency in English use in 

Malay language classrooms. These inconsistencies could translate to varying language 

instruction quality experienced by different preschoolers. This paper seeks to fill in the gaps of 

research on codeswitching in preschool classrooms by exploring teacher reports on their 

perceptions and practices, and their actual classroom interactions and strategies. This is to see if, 

how often, and for what potential reasons codeswitching may occur, against the backdrop of the 

entrenched ideology of language separation.  

Literature Review 
Codeswitching generally refers to alternation between languages, either between (inter-

sentential switching) or within (intra-sentential switching) sentences or utterances (Myers-

Scotton, 2011). Auer’s (in Li, 2002) concept of interactional sequential implication considers 

that codeswitching can be observed between speakers to see the impact of language choices 

between them. Similar to Probyn’s (2015) study, language switching observed in this study 

reflected short, temporary and unplanned switches between the target language (officially 

referred to as a Mother Tongue language), Malay, and the socially dominant language, English in 

Singapore. Given the prevalence of the language separation ideology in the local context, as 

further discussed below, this study will use Probyn’s definition of ‘codeswitching’ in discussing 



5 
Mismatches between teacher perceptions, practices and reasons for English use in 
preschool Malay language classrooms 

the short, temporary and unplanned instances of inter-sentential and intra-sentential switching 

observed1. 

Perceptions and Practices in Codeswitching 
Different attitudes towards codeswitching arise from different perspectives regarding 

bilingual minds (Creese & Blackledge, 2010). Those against codeswitching consider that 

bilingual children’s lexical and grammar systems first exist in one language system, before 

evolving into two different language systems through language differentiation, as espoused in the 

Unitary Language System Hypothesis (Genesee, 1989). Advocates for codeswitching consider 

Cummin’s Developmental Interdependence Hypothesis, which posits that the development of L2 

is connected to, and dependent on, the development of L1 skills. Codeswitching is thus believed 

to result in beneficial transfers that facilitate rather than hamper bilingual development, given 

also the idea of a Common Underlying Proficiency (Cummins, 2005; 2008).  

Those against codeswitching recommend either the total exclusion of L1, or the 

‘maximization’ of L2 input (Chimbutane, 2013). Those advocating total L1 exclusion highlight 

harmful effects of codeswitching such as language interference and overdependence on L1 

(Inbar-Lourie, 2010). L1 use is also considered as indicative of deficits in L2 competency. Even 

where some necessity and function in L1 use is acknowledged, for instance, in facilitating 

                                                           
1 The authors acknowledge that translanguaging is a prominent pedagogical approach involving 
language switching practices. Garcia and Lin (2017) consider translanguaging a deliberate 
pedagogical practice where the languages of input and output are differentiated to allow dual 
language processing that facilitates deeper learning, thus placing value on all the language 
resources bilingual learners have. Examples of translanguaging discussed in work by Jiang, 
Garcia and Willis (2014), for instance, shows how the practice involves more frequent switching, 
and the teacher engages in language switching more intentionally based on different pedagogical 
objectives to be achieved. Given the context of Singapore where teachers are encouraged to limit 
(Ministry of Education, 2015) or avoid (De Silva, 1997) language switching, this paper will not 
apply the translanguaging lens to explore the language switching practices. 
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understanding or in managing learner frustration, some teachers may additionally qualify that 

they only codeswitch as a ‘last resort’. This reflects a persistent stigma associated with teachers’ 

codeswitching that leads to feelings of inadequacy and anxiety, and reflects gaps in teacher 

perceptions and practices (Chimbutane, 2013; Macaro, 2001). 

Littlewood and Yu (2011) summarized studies reporting varying extents of discrepancies 

between the official recommendations for language use and actual practices in language 

classrooms. They discussed the rarity of exclusive or near-exclusive target language use in 

language instruction, especially within bilingual or multilingual environments where 

codeswitching practices are norm. Other studies similarly consider the futility of enforcing 

exclusive target language use, and consider engaging in unmarked or unintended ‘last resort’ 

codeswitching as inadequate for instructional support. Instead they recommend further study of 

the different functions and impacts of codeswitching, towards incorporating codeswitching as a 

legitimate classroom and instructional practice (Levine, 2003; Macaro, 2001). Incorporation 

rather than stigmatization of codeswitching practices is posited to alleviate teacher anxiety and 

bridge gaps between perceptions and practices. 

 Beyond acknowledging codeswitching as a common language practice that can enhance 

target language instruction, studies supporting codeswitching use often highlight the importance 

of assessing learners’ needs before applying codeswitching to optimally support instruction 

(Crawford, 2004; Levine, 2003). There is no study that has defined the ideal L1 to L2 input ratio 

that has also been enacted in actual practice. Actual teacher practices are instead described as 

determined or influenced by teacher education, experience, perceptions and interpretations of 

official policies (Levine, 2003). This highlights the importance of teacher training for assessing 
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language learners’ needs, and for raising awareness of how codeswitching can affect and support 

instruction. This is since teachers’ sensitivity to learners’ needs, and ability to plan and improvise 

instructional strategies, are key to quality language instruction and positive learner language 

outcomes (Richards, 2010; Wilcox-Herzog & Ward, 2004). 

Reasons for Codeswitching in Language Classrooms 
Studies on codeswitching are more frequently conducted with older children and 

bilingual learners, than with preschoolers. In Gort and Pontier’s (2013) and Weitz et al’s (2010) 

studies, preschool teachers were discouraged from codeswitching, though children were not 

forced to use the target language. Teachers’ modelling of target language input is considered 

important for scaffolding and eliciting children’s target language output, so codeswitching was 

observed between speakers, whereby teachers were to use the target language in response to 

children’s use of their stronger language. This was apparently to facilitate frustration 

management of children learning the target language, while maintaining target language input, 

and also to redirect children’s output to target language practice. For studies that allow only 

children’s and not teachers’ codeswitching, alternative strategies such as gestures and facial 

expressions, pictures and objects, ritualized language, are considered more appropriate for such 

objectives as facilitating comprehension, vocabulary learning, and so on (Weitz et al, 2010). 

Affective support is often cited as a role codeswitching can play in target language 

instruction. Teachers are described as providing affective support through codeswitching when 

teachers repeat to affirm children’s contributions made in their stronger language, make 

connections between children’s L1 and L2, and allow children to use L1 to indicate 

understanding of their L2 (Lessow-Hurley, 2013). In a study with 9 to 13 year-olds, Chimbutane 

(2013) found that codeswitching facilitated checks for learners’ understanding. In a study with 
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older learners (Celik, 2003) codeswitching has been used to facilitate vocabulary learning. de la 

Campa and Nassaji (2009) compiled a list of applicable functions for codeswitching considered 

in the university language classroom setting. The functions identified, including codeswitching 

for managing behaviours, providing task instructions, and affirming learner contributions to the 

lessons are also among functions identified in studies with younger learners (Gort & Pontier, 

2013).  

Aside from exploring the pedagogical functions of codeswitching, there are studies that 

consider how codeswitching may occur due to bilingual teachers’ own language habits. Given 

that codeswitching is such a common practice for bilinguals, de la Campa and Nassaji (2009), for 

instance, considered that teachers may ‘arbitrarily’ or ‘randomly’ codeswitch due to habit, rather 

than to support instruction. There is no universal consensus on how much codeswitching is 

appropriate, but especially in the absence of clear guidelines on contingent language practices, 

there is often a fear that extensive arbitrary codeswitching could lead to overdependence on use 

of the dominant language at the expense of the target language (Inbar-Lourie, 2010). To 

understand the full impact of codeswitching on target language learning, it is thus necessary to 

explore instances where codeswitching occurs not only as instructional support, but also as 

teachers’ language habit. 

The Singapore Preschool Context and Codeswitching 
In multilingual Singapore, children receive bilingual education from preschool. English is 

taught as a subject, and is the medium of instruction for almost all subjects. The officially-termed 

‘Mother Tongue’ languages (MTL) are usually only taught as a subject. The Singaporean 

language-in-education policy assigns one of three official MTLs, namely Malay, Mandarin or 

Tamil, based on learners’ ethnicity, and with the assumption that these are the children’s home 
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languages. Ethnic Malay children are thus assumed to speak Malay at home, and are required to 

attend Malay language classes in school (Dixon, 2009). In recent years, official figures reflect 

decline of Malay and an increase in English home language use, for preschoolers (Singapore 

Department of Statistics, 2010). Sun et al (2018) similarly found that preschoolers receive more 

English than Malay home input, resulting in higher English and lower Malay language 

competencies. As similarly observed elsewhere (Montrul, 2016), Singaporean Malay-English 

bilingual children are growing up in language environments where the societal language, 

English, is input-rich, while input is lacking from their other language, Malay. Malay thus 

resembles more a heritage language (HL), because while it has an ethnic and cultural 

significance (Cummins, 2005), and it is acquired simultaneously with the majority language, 

English, it is in fact a socio-politically minority language (Montrul, 2016) whose use is limited 

outside the classroom, and decreasing even in Malay households (Dixon, 2009). This paper will 

thus refer to the official MTLs including Malay as HLs. 

Given increasing English-dominance among preschoolers, a recommendation was made 

for schools to employ a ‘bilingual approach’ to support ‘weaker’ or ‘beginner’ learners’ of HLs 

including Malay (Ministry of Education, 2010). Tan (2004) described the ‘bilingual approach’ as 

the use of English to explain HL words and concepts. This approach has only been piloted in 

Mandarin language classrooms at primary school, and was reported to facilitate students’ 

comprehension, communication and interest in Mandarin. Mandarin language use reportedly 

remained dominant, while English was minimally used for explanations. This English use is to 

be phased out as beginner learners receive more Mandarin language input. Still, Tan (2004) also 

highlighted public criticism of this recommendation in terms of concerns with overdependence 

on English use, and the potential negative impact on HL input. 
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Research on teachers’ and children’s codeswitching in Malay language preschool 

classrooms is scarce. In De Silva’s (1997) study of English teachers and Malay-English bilingual 

preschoolers, teachers reportedly avoided codeswitching as they believed it would ‘pollute’ both 

children’s English and Malay language input. Consequently, little of teachers’ and children’s 

codeswitching was observed. Minimal observed instances of children’s codeswitching were 

interpreted as evidence of deficits in children’s English vocabulary. The limited studies on 

Malay-English bilingual preschoolers usually focus on home language use.  De Silva (1997) 

found that language-switching occurred often between children and their parents, as well as 

between the children’s parents, as a strategy to emphasize the meaning in their talk. Aman 

(2009) conducted a survey, which revealed that 81% of 206 ethnic Malay households spoke both 

English and Malay, with codeswitching happening most between children and their siblings 

(43.2%). Codeswitching was also observed in Malay households during shared book reading 

within mother-child dyads (Mukhlis & Yussof 2014). Mothers’ and children’s codeswitching 

were observed as part of discussing meaning and metalinguistic aspects of the two languages 

reading, and efforts at matching or managing the language used for communication during the 

sessions. 

The Current Study 
As the literature suggests, it is important to consider various factors in the local context when 

deciding whether codeswitching can benefit language instruction, and how much codeswitching 

is acceptable. Given a dearth in research on local classroom codeswitching practices, this study 

firstly considered teacher reports on their language practices, and perceptions of children’s 

language learning needs and preferences. Observations of actual classroom language practices in 
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the Malay language classrooms were then conducted, to assess actual language practices and 

potential reasons for codeswitching. The following are the research questions for this study: 

1. What are teachers’ perceptions of their own English use, and children’s language needs? 

2. How often and why did teachers employ codeswitching? 

3. How do teachers’ codeswitching practices influence children’s Malay language 

production? 

Methods 
Participants  

Teachers. The data reported in this paper is from a larger longitudinal study assessing 

early childhood development in Singapore (Singapore Kindergarten Impact Project (SKIP); Ng 

et al, 2014). 29 Malay language teachers completed a teacher survey. All, except one teacher, are 

female, with a mean age of 33 (SD=10.72). The teachers’ average years of preschool teaching 

experience is 7.35 years (SD=6.57).  All teachers obtained a diploma to teach in Singapore 

preschools (Early Childhood Development, Agency 2018). A subsample of five Kindergarten 1 

(K1) Malay language teachers participated in classroom observations and were included in 

further analyses. These teachers are all female, with a mean age of 33.25 (SD=12.74). These 

teachers have an average preschool teaching experience of 10.25 years (SD=6.75). All the 

teachers have a diploma specific to the field of early childhood care and preschool education. 

The classrooms were sampled from different geographical locations across Singapore, and they 

are comparable as they were all from public and government-subsidized preschools, where 

Malay lessons are conducted each day for one hour, in four-hour preschool programs. English is 

used as the medium of instruction for the rest of the time in these daily programs. The five Malay 

language teachers were observed for their codeswitching practices at K1.   
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Children. Children in the five K1 classrooms were observed and recorded from July to 

November 2015. Class size varied from eight to twenty children (M=13.6, SD=4.5), with a total 

of 68 observed children. As mentioned, in Singapore preschools, children normally learn a HL 

based on ethnicity and assumed home language. Parents did not report any physical or learning 

difficulties or disorders with their children, and they do report that their children are 

simultaneous bilinguals (O’Brien et al, 2018), being exposed to both languages at home from 

young. The children’s familial social economic status varied significantly. Most parents reported 

having a vocational certificate (mother’s education; M=5.57, SD=2.46, and father’s education; 

M=5.25, SD=1.80; range=1–9, ranking from “Primary education” to “Bachelor degree”). The 

average reported household income was between S$4000 to 4490 per month (M=7.36, SD=5.52, 

range=0-19, given a S$500 increment between each income level), which is above the estimates 

for absolute poverty (S$1250) and relative poverty (S$2500) for households in the Singapore 

context (Donaldson et al, 2013). 

Malay language classrooms. Although there is no set curriculum for Singapore 

preschools, most follow a framework and an educator’s guide provided by the Singapore 

Ministry of Education (2015). Malay teachers are encouraged to use Malay language with 

children during lessons, and in routine and informal talk, as part of making Malay a ‘living 

language’. They are to be good models of Malay language use, and consider children’s differing 

language abilities when planning various opportunities for Malay language practice in classroom 

activities. Malay language and literacy development, and the dissemination of Malay cultural 

knowledge are the expressed teaching objectives. Suggested classroom activities include shared 

book reading, use of songs, and games. Lessons are thematic, including culturally relevant topics 

such as ethnic celebrations. Teachers are encouraged to regularly collect information on 



13 
Mismatches between teacher perceptions, practices and reasons for English use in 
preschool Malay language classrooms 

children’s progress, for instance by collecting samples of their work, to inform lesson plans. Use 

of English in Malay language preschool classrooms is addressed only once in the educator’s 

guide (Ministry of Education, 2015). Teachers are recommended to address children’s English 

use by translating and modelling children’s English talk in Malay. Hence it appears that while it 

is acknowledged that children may use English, teachers are advised to maximize children’s 

exposure to Malay input through corrective feedback and language modelling.  

Data Collection and Measures 
The authors of this paper acquired ethics approval from the institutional review board of 

their university. Teachers’ voluntary participation in the classroom observations was confirmed 

through discussions with teachers and school leaders. Children’s participation was acquired 

through consent forms signed by parents or guardians.  

Mother Tongue teachers’ questionnaire. A questionnaire was designed for a bilingual 

sub-study under SKIP that gathered basic information on teachers’ background such as age, 

gender, years of teaching experience, and qualifications. To understand teachers’ perceptions of 

children’s language needs, teachers were asked how often they perceive the Malay they use is 

difficult for children to understand, and how teachers cope with this. They were also asked to 

report children’s preferred language when speaking with friends in class and during informal 

social talk (1=English, 2=Malay, 3=Mixed English and Malay). To explore the extent of English 

use in Malay classes, teachers were asked to indicate how often they explain a word or 

expression in English. They were also asked how often they perceived their children to struggle 

with understanding Malay. For these two questions teachers responded on a Likert scale ranging 

from 1 to 5 (1= Never, 2= Seldom, 3= Sometimes, 4= Often, 5= Always). Finally, in an open-
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ended question, the teachers were asked to indicate the challenges experienced in teaching Malay 

in preschools.  

Teachers’ and children’s observed language use. The five observed Malay language 

classes were video-recorded once at the second half of the K1 academic year. Teachers were 

equipped with a microphone to capture teacher-child interactions. Video segments between 10 – 

20 minutes were extracted for transcribing. The transcriptions were completed following the 

Codes for the Human Analysis of Transcripts (CHAT) format (MacWhinney, 2000). A set of 

conventions were prepared to standardize the delimiting of utterances based on the literature 

(MacWhinney, 2000; Ratner & Brundage 2018). One 20-minute segment (>10% of all Malay 

transcripts) was double-transcribed by two native Malay speakers, and the inter-rater reliability is 

good (the Cohen's k=83.5%).  

A coding scheme was developed (see Appendix; Sun et al. 2020), based on the literature 

and preliminary data analysis. Teacher-child interactions were considered within the initiation-

response-feedback (IRF) model (Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975). Speakers were coded as initiating 

talk when they provided questions, statements and other information that required responses. 

Feedback was coded where evaluations, perfunctory acknowledgements, agreements, rejections, 

and direct or indirect corrections to scaffold children’s concept and language development 

(Pianta, La Paro & Hamre, 2008) occurred. The utterances were also coded for codeswitching 

types (inter-sentential or intra-sentential codeswitching). As secondary analysis was on data 

collected for SKIP and teacher interviews were not possible due to time, resource and consent 

limitations, this study did not have the opportunity to check teachers’ reasons for codeswitching 

directly.  
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Six context-inferred reasons for teacher’s codeswitching were coded based on the 

literature. Our scheme considered that codeswitching could be employed as instructional support 

or due to teachers’ own bilingual habits. Switching reasons most associated with contingent 

instructional support include ensuring comprehension, classroom management, providing 

affective support, and managing language use. Ensuring comprehension was coded when 

teachers provide explanations or translations for Malay words or concepts in English (Mukhlis & 

Yussof, 2014). Managing language use (Gort & Pontier, 2013; Gafaranga, 2009) was coded 

when teachers responded in Malay to children’s English use, while implicitly or explicitly 

indicating the need for children to use Malay. Affective support was coded when teachers 

repeated children’s use of English, to affirm their talk (Lessow-Hurley, 2013). Classroom 

management was coded when teachers used English for task and behavior management (Gort & 

Pontier, 2013). As mentioned, the bilingual approach recommended in Singapore classrooms 

involves only temporary switches to English. This scheme thus considered if switching back to 

Malay could be through ritualized language use such as nursery rhymes and routine instructions. 

This study also sought to observe teachers’ ‘arbitrary’ codeswitching (de la Campa & Nassaji, 

2009). As Singaporean Malay teachers are themselves bilinguals, we considered the possibility 

of them lapsing into habitual use of English rather than optimizing (Levine, 2003) switching to 

English for specific instructional use. Preliminary data analyses revealed high levels of habitual 

switching by teachers in the observed classrooms. Considering the lack of guidelines and training 

for local bilingual instruction, and the acknowledged reality of how common codeswitching is in 

bilingual speech (de la Campa & Nassaji, 2009), we considered it imperative to explore the 

relations of different reasons for switching to English, to children’s classroom talk and Malay 

language output.  



16 
Mismatches between teacher perceptions, practices and reasons for English use in 
preschool Malay language classrooms 

Two research assistants double-coded the transcripts until inter-rater reliability was 

achieved with Cohen’s κ values at 0.90 for codeswitching types, and 0.97 for the context-

inferred reasons. The Computerized Language Analysis (CLAN) software (MacWhinney, 2000) 

was used to calculate the frequencies for teachers’ switching types, and context-inferred reasons, 

to answer the second research question. Each utterance was given a code to indicate a switch 

type (e.g. 1.1 for English only utterances and 1.3 for mixed language utterances initiated by 

teachers), and to indicate the context-inferred switching reason (e.g. 4.1 for ensuring 

comprehension or 4.4 for affective support). The command ‘freq +t%x(code label) +s1.1  

@(filename)’ was then ran (without parenthesis) to acquire frequencies of each code.  The 

CLAN ‘combos function’ was used to explore the relations between teachers’ switching types 

and children’s follow-up language choice, in order to observe the impact of teachers’ switching 

on children’s participation and Malay language use. The command ‘combo +b2 +s"(teachers’ 

initiated switch type)^*^(children’s switch type in response)" +t%x(code label) +t%x(code label) 

@filename’ was ran to acquire frequencies of combinations of different teacher switch types and 

different children’s  switch types in response. For instance when we wanted to see if teachers’ 

English only utterances was followed by children’s English-only utterances in response, the 

command ‘combo +b2 +s"1.1^*^2.5" +t%xcod +t%xcod @filename’. As a small sample of 

teachers completed the questionnaires and an even smaller sample participated in the classroom 

observations, this study will adopt a descriptive exploratory case study approach. 

Results 
Q1. Malay Teachers’ Reported English Use and Perception of Children’s Language Needs  

Although 29 Malay teachers returned their questionnaires, only 27 reported their English 

use and perception of children’s language needs in Malay language classes, as summarized in 
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Table 1. While there is variation in frequency across teachers’ self-reported English use, only 

one teacher reported ‘never’ doing so, and most used English ‘sometimes’ or ‘often’ in their 

class (M=3.48, SD=1.12). On average, teachers perceived children to struggle with 

understanding Malay ‘sometimes’ (M=2.93, SD=0.83). More than 70% of the teachers reported 

that children prefer English or mixed language when communicating with their peers in Malay 

language class and the figure climbed to 92.6% for children’s informal peer talk. 

Table 1 

27 Malay Language Teachers’ reported English use and children’s language preferences  

 Never Seldom Sometimes Often Always 

Teacher's English use  1 4 9 7 6 

Struggling with Malay 1 6 15 4 1 

 English Malay Mixed    

Peer Talk in class 10 8 9   

Informal Peer Talk 20 2 5   

 

 Twenty-six teachers additionally responded qualitatively on challenges faced when 

teaching Malay. Seven teachers identified children’s English dominance as a challenge. These 

teachers expressed, for instance, that ‘children are more fluent in English’, and are more 

‘comfortable speaking in English when interacting with friends’. Children apparently continue to 

use English despite being asked not to do so in Malay language class. Ten teachers described 

children’s limited Malay language vocabulary and comprehension as a challenge. Nine teachers 

identified a lack of exposure to Malay at home as a challenge. Ten teachers mentioned that they 

cope with these challenges by using translations between English and Malay to facilitate 
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children’s understanding. One teacher, however, mentioned that instead of making translations 

herself, she allowed ‘capable children to translate’. She ‘wanted struggling children to have the 

perception that (the teacher) can only speak Malay’. Thirteen teachers reported a variety of 

strategies employed to cope with children struggling with understanding Malay. These strategies, 

not involving the use of English, include repetition, simplification, elaborations, and the use of 

pictures, objects and familiar words. 

 Table 2 demonstrates the responses of five teachers observed for this study. All teachers 

identified that their children preferred using English or mixed language with each other during 

class, and in informal peer talk. Teachers’ self-reported English use for providing explanations 

are varied. There is inconsistency in teachers’ self-reported English use and their perception of 

learners’ needs. For example, Teacher C reported that her children ‘seldom’ struggled to 

understand Malay, she ‘often’ used English in class. With Teacher E who reported her students 

as ‘often’ struggling to understand Malay, she ‘seldom’ used English to provide explanations. 

This may be due to a preference for avoiding English use. The classrooms were transcribed and 

coded to further observe if English use was contingent upon learners’ needs.  

Table 2 

Observed Malay teachers’ questionnaire responses  

Class 
ID  

Teacher  

ID  
Uses English 
Explanations 

Children 
Struggle with 
Malay 

Children’s 

Classroom Peer 
Talk 

Children’s 

Informal Peer 
Talk 

A Teacher A Often Sometimes English English 

B Teacher B Always Sometimes English English 

C Teacher C Often Seldom Mixed Language Mixed Language 
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D Teacher D Sometimes Often Mixed Language Mixed Language 

E Teacher E Seldom Often English English 

 

Q2. Teachers’ Codeswitching: Frequency and Context-Inferred Reasons 
 The five preschool teachers’ classroom utterances, either Malay-only, English-only (i.e., 

inter-sentential switching), or mixed language utterances (i.e., intra-sentential switching), were 

calculated with CLAN (MacWhinney 2000). Table 3 reveals that despite differences across 

teachers, Malay-only utterances constituted the biggest percentage of teacher utterances 

(M=78.90, SD=12.95), followed by mixed language (M=16.87, SD=9.84) and English-only 

utterances (M=4.23, SD=3.88) (Table 3). Teacher E produced the most Malay-only utterances 

per minute (n=20), constituting 96.15% of her total utterances per minute. She switched the least 

among the teachers with English-only utterances at 0.72% and mixed language utterances at 

3.13% of her total utterances per minute. Teacher D demonstrated the opposite pattern and 

produced the least Malay-only utterances (n=11.69, 62.58%) but switched most often (n=6.99, 

37%) among the five teachers. Only Teacher E’s perceived language use matched her report of 

‘seldom’ use of English, while Teacher D seems to have underestimated her English use as she 

produced more English overall, and more than teachers who claimed to use English ‘often’ or 

‘always’. Teacher B was observed producing lesser English than self-reported, and in 

comparison to all teachers except Teacher E. 

Table 3 

Malay teachers’ language choices 

Teacher 
Name 

Language types in teachers’ utterances 
Malay-only  English-only  Mixed Language  

Teacher A 
73.57% 
(18.15) 

2.72% 
(0.67) 

23.71% 
(5.85) 
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Teacher B 
86.95% 
(12.53) 

2.71% 
(0.39) 

10.34% 
(1.49) 

Teacher C 
75.23% 
(16.01) 

4.18% 
(0.89) 

20.58% 
(4.38) 

Teacher D 
62.58% 
(11.69) 

10.81% 
(2.02) 

26.60% 
(4.97) 

Teacher E 
96.15% 

(20) 
0.72% 
(0.15) 

3.13% 
(0.65) 

Note. Figures provided are a percentage of teachers’ total utterances, and in parentheses, 

teachers’ per minute utterances, per language type. 

Figure 1 below provides the frequencies of each teachers’ total utterances per minute 

across the context-inferred codeswitching reasons: ensuring comprehension (M=0.37, SD=0.25), 

managing language use (M=0.78, SD=0.62), ritualized language, affective support (M=0.10, 

SD=0.14), classroom management (M=0.20, SD=0.33), and habitual English (M=3.67, SD=2.56). 

For three of the five teachers (i.e., A, C and D), habitual English was the highest context-inferred 

reason coded. For the other two (B and E), the most observed reason was managing language 

use. This figure contradicts teacher reports of using English mostly for providing explanations, 

with teachers observed using English more due to habit. 
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Figure 1. The Context-Inferred Reasons for Malay Teachers’ Codeswitching (%) 

Q3. Teachers’ Codeswitching and Children’s Language Output in Malay Class 

 As previously mentioned, the conversation analytic concept of interactional sequential 

implication, where a speaker’s language choices in one turn can impact languages choices in the 

following speakers’ turn (Auer in Li, 2002; Gafaranga, 2009), was adopted to consider the 

potential impact of teachers’ codeswitching on children’s Malay language use. The ‘combo’ 

function in CLAN (MacWhinney, 2000) was used to identify the relations between teacher’s 

utterances and children’s English-only, Malay-only or mixed language responses. Table 4 shows 

children’s types of responses to teacher’s utterances per minute. It appears that teachers’ English-

only utterances either elicited no response or English-only responses from children, while 

teachers’ mixed language utterances could elicit more Malay-only utterances rather than mixed 
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language or English-only utterances. Teachers’ Malay-only utterances were most likely to elicit 

children’s Malay-only utterances across all classes. 

Table 4 

Relationships between teachers and children’s different language utterances 

Teacher’s 
Initiatives and 
Feedback 

Child 
Responses 
 

Class A Class B Class C Class D Class E 

Malay-Only  English-Only 1.89% 
(0.005) 

28.57% 
(0.084) 

0% 
0 

9.52% 
(0.005) 

7.14% 
(0.045) 

Mixed 0% 
0 

2.04% 
(0.006) 

2.04% 
(0.004) 

0% 
0 

2.14% 
(0.015) 

Malay-Only 98.11% 
(0.257) 

69.39% 
(0.205) 

97.96% 
(0.179) 

90.48% 
(0.049) 

90.71% 
(0.577) 

Mixed 

English-Only 25% 
(0.015) 

0% 
0 

0% 
0 

30% 
(0.008) 

33.33% 
(0.005) 

Mixed 0 0 0 0 0 
Malay-Only 75% 

(0.044) 
100% 
(0.018) 

100% 
(0.022) 

70% 
(0.018) 

66.67% 
(0.009) 

English-Only  

English-Only 0% 
0 

0% 
0 

100% 
(0.004) 

100% 
(0.008) 

0% 
0 

Mixed 0 0 0 0 0 
Malay-Only 0 0 0 0 0 

Note. The figures above reflect each child’s per minute utterances in each switch type, and the 

percentage over total of each child’s utterances, in response to teachers’ initiatives and feedback 

in each switch type.  

Additional Findings 
To better understand children’s overall language use, children’s initiated utterances were 

analyzed for frequency across language types. Table 5 reflects that children were observed to 

predominantly initiate talk in Malay across all classrooms, with children’s initiatives using 

English-only and mixed language utterances varying between the classes. These findings thus 

reflect another mismatch between children’s reported and observed language preferences.   
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Table 5 

Malay children’s language choices in initiated utterances 

Class 
Name 

Switch types in children’s initiatives 
Malay-only  English-only  Mixed Language  

Class A 
93.94% 
(2.30) 

0% 
0 

6.06% 
(0.15) 

Class B 
54.69% 
(3.37) 

41.41% 
(2.55) 

3.91% 
(0.24) 

Class C 
78.43% 
(2.09) 

15.69% 
(0.42) 

5.88% 
(0.16) 

Class D 
68.89% 
(4.81) 

16.30% 
(1.14) 

14.81% 
(1.03) 

Class E 
72.60% 
(2.65) 

19.18% 
(0.7) 

8.22% 
(0.3) 

Note. Figures provided are a percentage of children’s total initiated utterances, and in 

parentheses, children’s per minute initiated utterances, per language type. 

To better illustrate the impact of teachers’ codeswitching on children’s Malay output, the 

interactions in classes D and E were further examined qualitatively. Teachers from both classes 

similarly reported their students ‘often’ struggling with Malay, and have used English or mixed 

language in both formal and informal peer talk. Nevertheless, their codeswitching patterns 

substantially differed: Teacher E reported ‘seldom’ using English for explanations, while 

Teacher D used English ‘sometimes’. The observation on their Malay classroom practice 

revealed that Teacher E indeed switched to English the least, and Teacher D the most, among all 

the five observed teachers. Aside from frequency, their perceived reasons to employ 

codeswitching also differed. Teacher E used English to manage children’s language use in most 

cases while Teacher D mostly did so out of her own language habit, as previously seen in Figure 

1. Excerpts 1 and 2 are excerpts of classroom interactions reflecting teacher language use and 

children’s language output.  
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Excerpt 1: Teacher E redirects children from using English to using Malay 

1 *ChiA: I nak lukis racing car. (I want to draw a racing car.) 

2 *TeaE: Racing car tu apa eh? Saya tak faham. (What is racing car? I don’t understand.) 

3 *ChiA: Racing car. 

4 *ChiB: Racing car tu…kereta (car). 

5 *TeaE: Kereta apa? (What car?) 

6 *ChiC: Kereta cantik. (Beautiful car) 

7 *TeaE: Kereta cantik? 

8 *ChiA: Lightning McQueen! 

9 *ChiC: Dia kereta cantik. Dia ada apa-apa kat dalam. (It is a beautiful car. It has things inside.) 

10 *TeaE: Racing car tu kereta lumba. (‘Racing car is kereta lumba’.) 

Teacher E had mostly been inferred and coded to codeswitch to manage children’s 

language use.  As seen in Table 6 this was manifest in terms of Teacher E using Malay in 

response to Child A’s English use, to redirect him to produce Malay language output. When 

Child A used mixed language in turn 1, Teacher E used Malay to ask for an explanation of what 

‘racing car’ is, while pretending not to know the English term. In other studies, similar strategies 

where interpreted as implicit attempts to establish the expected or appropriate language for 

communication (Gafaranga 2009; Li 2002), and in this case it is Malay. While Child A was 

unable to continue in Malay perhaps due to gaps in his vocabulary knowledge (De Silva, 1997), 

another child (B) offers a partial translation in turn 4 (‘kereta’). Teacher E persists to elicit the 

full translation with follow up questions in turns 5 and 7. While she did not receive the full 

translated sentence, she did succeed in eliciting extended Malay output from a different child (C) 

in turn 9.  
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Excerpt 1 arguably reflects a good example of contingent language choices by Teacher E. 

She had used mixed language (‘Racing car tu apa eh?’) to incorporate child A’s mixed language 

talk, before switching to Malay-only utterances to establish Malay as the expected language of 

interaction to elicit more Malay output. Finally in turn 10 she provides the translation of ‘racing 

car’. Given the mix of bilingual competencies among children observed in her class, the use of 

different types of utterances reflected Teacher E’s attempt at optimizing English use to facilitate 

understanding of Malay vocabulary without neglecting to encourage and scaffold children’s 

Malay output. 

Excerpt 2: Teacher D’s habitual English use 

1 *TeaD: Pergi kat dot dia, dot dia. (‘go to its dot, its dot’) 

2 *ChiD: Do I draw this? 

3 *TeaD: No, don’t follow that. 

 *TeaD: Ah, Lakshmi kenapa hitam (‘why black’)?  

 *TeaD: Why black?  

 *TeaD: Later cannot see. 

4 *ChiE: Some cat also like black. 

5 *TeaD: Yes, tapi (‘but’) I, too scary lah Lakshmi. 

6 *ChiD: Cikgu Nadya, merah colour where? (Where do I color in red, Teacher Nadya?) 

7 *TeaD: Ok, awak nak warna apa? (‘Ok, what color do you want?) 

 *TeaD: Ni kan katak kan? (This is a frog right?’) 

8 *ChiD: Yes. 

9 *TeaD: It’s frog.  
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10 *ChiD: I don’t like frog. 

11 *TeaD: Ok, then what colour? 

 

Habitual switching was Teacher D’s most frequent context-inferred codeswitching 

reason. One example characteristic of her language choices throughout her observation is in turn 

1 where her mixed language utterance use does not suggest any instructional function. An 

optimistic interpretation of English use could be made if considering Teacher D’s English use in 

turns 9 and 11 as translations of her earlier Malay utterances in turn 7. Teacher D thus may be 

interpreted in this light to potentially be scaffolding Child D’s understanding of Malay by using 

English. However, considering the context where Malay is essentially a heritage language which 

has limited use outside the classroom, the interactions between Teacher D and Child D arguably 

provides an example of how the use of English can come at a cost of both the Malay input 

provided by the teacher (Weitz et al, 2010) and the realization of English becoming a crutch 

(Inbar-Lourie, 2010) for students weak in Malay. This interpretation could be made in 

considering that rather than scaffold Child D’s Malay language output, Teacher D moves away 

from providing Malay input and uses English only after Child D responds with English in turn 9. 

This occurs even though Child D’s response reflects understanding of Teacher D’s utterance in 

turn 8. Turn 6 again reflects arbitrary switching by the teacher and the colloquial ‘lah’ is also 

used. Teacher D’s utterances in turn 4 does include an attempt at ensuring comprehension, given 

the translations made between utterances but these instances were limited during her observation. 

Excerpt 2 thus provides an example of how extensive English use could negatively affect 

quantity of Malay language input, and deviate teachers from achieving the objectives of 

facilitating understanding of Malay while eliciting more Malay output from children. 
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Discussion and Implications 
 To answer the questions of if, how, and why codeswitching can support language 

instruction, this paper examined Malay language Singapore preschool classrooms. Different 

contexts are characterized by different perceptions, practices, and teaching and learning needs. 

Contextualized rather than universal answers are thus more practically useful for language 

teachers and learners, and this study attempts to demonstrate a way to arrive at such answers. 

Figure 2 below summarizes the findings of this study: 

 

Mismatches between Perceived and Actual Language Practices 
 While there was variations across classrooms, majority of the teachers considered their 

students as English-preferred, and struggling to understand Malay. Teachers also associated a 

lack of Malay language vocabulary knowledge to a lack of Malay home input. These perceptions 

align Sun et al’s (2018) findings where parents had reported providing lower Malay input that 
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negatively affected children’s Malay language competency. They also reflect similar concerns 

regarding increasing English-dominance in children reported in the official documents (Ministry 

of Education, 2010; 2013). Although teachers could perceive children’s needs and language 

difficulties, observed teacher talk reflected varying amounts of English use against the backdrop 

of the dominant belief in language separation in Singapore schools (De Silva, 1997; Tan, 2004). 

These shifting language trends and actual language practices justify the need to observe how 

English is used and what impact it could have on Malay language teaching and learning.   

 Inconsistencies between teacher perceptions and actual observations also validate the 

need for further study and potentially further teacher training for language instruction catering to 

bilinguals in the local context. Firstly teachers’ reported use of English did not always match 

their perceptions of children’s needs for codeswitching in Malay class. While frequency varied 

by class, children mostly responded and initiated conversations in Malay despite teacher 

perceptions of their struggles in Malay and preferences for English use. Further, teachers’ 

perceptions and actual use of English did not match either. Previous studies on language 

instruction revealed that teacher’s ability to gauge children’s language needs matters (Wilcox-

Herzog & Ward, 2004), and studies have shown that teachers’ ability to plan and improvise 

modelling and scaffolding tailored to children’s needs is related to the quality of language 

instruction in class (Richards, 2010). Inconsistencies between teachers’ perceptions actual and 

observed children’s needs thus imply the need for training to ensure contingent language 

practices. 

Mismatches between Reported and Observed Reasons for Codeswitching 
 While ensuring comprehension was among the common reasons teachers reported to 

justify English use in their Malay classes, for three of the five observed teachers, habitual 
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switching was the most frequently coded context-inferred reason. For the other two, they were 

most frequently coded as managing language use, whereby switching mostly constituted 

teachers’ Malay use in response to children’s English use. For these two teachers, their approach 

reflects the recommendation provided in the educator’s guide encouraging Malay teachers to 

redirect children’s English use to Malay, either through requests for language change or 

modelling language use in Malay. This attempt at minimizing English use is reflective of the 

persistent belief in language separation. At the same time, the high level of habitual switching 

observed suggests a need to acknowledge codeswitching as a practice occurring in the reality of 

Malay language classrooms, with efforts made at preparing teachers to effectively use 

codeswitching to support language instruction (Levine, 2003) 

Importance of Teacher Training to Align Perceptions and Practices 
 In the cases of Teachers D and E, Teacher E’s objective of eliciting Malay output from 

children was clearer than Teacher D’s, and Teacher D’s language choices appeared more 

dependent on children’s preferences for using English. This often led Teacher D to use more 

English which is opposite to the objective of scaffolding increased Malay output (Ministry of 

Education, 2015). Teacher D’s extensive and habitual English use seems to also justify 

arguments and fears against codeswitching related to overdependence on the stronger language at 

the expense of target language input. In comparison, Teacher E, while using little English, had 

optimized her English use for instructional purposes such as to incorporate children’s English 

talk, and to introduce the Malay equivalent vocabulary. Teacher E’s case study reflects how 

contingent switching to English can support rather than negatively affect Malay language 

instruction. These findings highlight again the importance of teacher training to raise awareness 

of their actual language use, and optimal ways for using English as a resource to support Malay 



30 
Mismatches between teacher perceptions, practices and reasons for English use in 
preschool Malay language classrooms 

language instruction. As per conclusions made in other studies (Levine, 2003; Macaro, 2001), 

gaps revealed in this study between teacher perceptions of their own language practices and their 

children’s language needs reveal the need for the local context to acknowledge the existing 

practice of codeswitching, in order to start preparing teachers with legitimized ways of 

employing contingently as resources for instructional support. 

Limitations 
 While this study has sought to contribute to gaps in research on classroom codeswitching 

in preschools, there are several limitations. Due to restrictions with manpower and scheduling, 

each class could only be observed once. Longitudinal observations across a bigger classroom 

sample could reveal different codeswitching patterns. Interviews with teachers were conducted 

by other studies (Chimbutane, 2013; de la Campa & Nassaji, 2009) to explore teacher 

motivations and strategies in codeswitching, but due to scheduling and consent issues, we were 

unable to conduct interviews. For this study we had used teacher questionnaires to capture 

teacher perceptions, and while this helped save time and teachers may feel more comfortable 

providing their responses as compared to an interview setting, it is possible that the teachers have 

over-reported or under-reported their language behaviors. There were also limitations in 

measuring impact of teachers’ codeswitching on children’s language output. Given the lack of 

resources, only teachers had microphones and therefore we were unable to obtain the utterances 

from individual children. Equipping individual children with microphones may provide a clearer 

picture of the practice and impact of codeswitching in the language class at preschool. Further, 

the sample of teachers who participated in this study was small hence a descriptive and 

exploratory case study approach was adopted. A larger sample in future studies may allow for 

more statistical analyses. 
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Conclusion 
 This study on codeswitching practices was conducted in classrooms where both teachers 

and children are bilinguals. The ideology of language separation persists despite how common 

codeswitching is as a bilingual practice. This study found that clearer guidance and training is 

needed to firstly support teachers’ assessment of children’s needs for codeswitching. Guidance 

on contingent methods for codeswitching use is essential, and future studies in classrooms where 

codeswitching is done for instructional purposes may better reveal the impact of codeswitching 

on children’s language output and development.  
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Appendix 
Coding scheme: Teachers’ and children’s codeswitching  
Category Description Example  
Utterance type  

Teacher Malay Only  
Different utterance types may occur 1) when teacher 
initiates a conversation with a question or a 
comment; 2) when teacher responds to questions 
from the previous turn; 3) when teacher provides 
feedback through affirmations, corrections, and other 
information. 

*TEA: Jamal sudah sedia. 
(Jamal is ready.)   

Teacher English Only 
(inter-sentential) *TEA: Good morning! 

Teacher Mixed 
Language 
(intra-sentential) 

 *TEA: Arman cakap dia ada fifty cents. 
(‘Arman said he has fifty cents.’) 

Teacher Others  *TEA:  umm, uh-huh.  
(unintelligible utterance) 

Child  Malay  Only  
Different utterance types may occur 1) when child 
initiates a conversation with a question or a 
comment; 2) when child responds to the question 
from the previous turn; and 3) when child provides 
feedback to preceding talk in terms of affirmations, 
corrections, and other information. 

*CHI: Saya tahu! 
(I know!)  

Child English Only 
(inter-sentential) *CHI: May I go to the toilet? 

Child Mixed Language 
(intra-sentential) 

*CHI: Saya ada wallet! 
(I have a wallet!) 

Child Others *CHI:  err, eh. 
 (unintelligible utterance) 

Context-inferred 
function  

  

Teacher  
Ensuring comprehension Teacher codeswitches to explain words and concepts.   *TEA: Taman haiwan itu zoo. 

(‘Taman haiwan’ is zoo). 

Teacher  
Managing language use 

Teacher shows dispreference for English use by (1) 
directly asking children to switch to Malay, (2) 
asking children to translate their English use to 
Malay, or (3) using a negative tone when children use 
English. 

*TEA: Wallet Bahasa Melayu apa? 
(What is wallet in Malay?) 
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Teacher  
Ritualized language use 

Teacher initiates switch to Malay using ritualized 
language such as folk songs, daily greetings, and 
other routinized talk.  

 *TEA: Nyanyikan lagu ‘Tujuh Hari’ 
(‘Sing “Seven Days in a Week”.’) 

Teacher  
Providing affective 
support 

Teacher uses affective language in English, or repeats 
to affirm children’s contributions made in English. 

*TEA: Dompet apa? 
(What is dompet?) 
*CHI: Wallet!  
*TEA: Wallet, bagus! 
(Wallet, good!) 

Teacher  
Managing behaviours  

Teacher uses English for behaviour and task 
management. 

 *TEA: Kenapa hitam? Don’t colour it black. 
(‘Why is it black?) 

Teacher  
Habitual language use   

Teacher uses English for no apparent affective or 
instructional reason.  

 *TEA: Okay, ambilkan cikgu paper. 
(Okay, take paper for teacher.) 
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