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Abstract 

This study investigated the relationship between code-switching and language proficiency. The 

study also attempted to explain how Saudi bilingual female students view code-switching in 

relation to language proficiency and deficiency. A questionnaire and an elicited production task 

were used to collect data. A sample size of 24 Saudi female students from the English department 

at King Saud University participated in the questionnaire. In addition, six Saudi female students 

from the same department were taken for the purpose of carrying out the task. The collected data 

was analyzed by using percentages, a content analysis technique, and a simple frequency count. 

Findings and results indicated that there is a correlation between the type of code-switching and 

language proficiency. The results also revealed that the frequency of code-switching was not 

related to the level of language proficiency of participants. Positive attitudes towards using code-

switching were found among the participants. Based on the results, it could be concluded that code-

switching is not a sign of language incompetency. Instead, code-switching is a tool that the 

majority of participants preferred while speaking with bilinguals.  
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Introduction  

The view of code-switching as a sign of competence or as a sign of incompetence has been 

a controversial topic for many researchers. As suggested by (Hymes, 1962, as cited in Kelekoula 

& Pjaileb, 2019), code-switching is described as a form of incompetence in one language. Hymes 

believes that bilingual speakers might switch from one language to another when they are unable 

to find alternative words or expressions. He says that it is “used as a strategy of communication to 

compensate his lack of competence by using sometimes one language, sometimes the other to 

maximize the efficiency of the communications” (p. 200).  

 

On the contrary, Eldin (2014) highlighted in his study of code-switching of Arabic 

language speakers that “any person who is capable of switching codes must be a competent 

bilingual” (p. 79). He asserted that to switch codes, linguistic competence should always be 

present. To code-switch effectively, bilinguals must possess a high level of understanding of the 

two cultures, as well as a deep understanding of the underlying structures and purposes of the two 

language systems (Hughes et al., 2006). He pointed out that code-switching reflects an intellectual 

advantage.  

 

Investigating the relationship between code-switching and language proficiency is 

significant due to the increasing trend of switching between Arabic and English amongst Saudis 

in their daily conversation. Because of this tendency to code-switching, there is a need to 

understand this habit. Many studies have been conducted on the phenomenon of code-switching 

in Saudi Arabia. Most of these studies have examined the reasons for the code-switching of Saudi 

bilingual speakers and the frequency and types of code-switching. However, there is little research 

investigating the relationship between code-switching and the language proficiency of Saudis. In 

addition, no attention has been paid to whether Saudis view code-switching as a sign of language 

proficiency or as a symptom of language deficiency. Furthermore, to the best of my knowledge, 

no study has empirically investigated the relationship between code-switching and the level of 

language proficiency in the second language and how Saudis view code-switching in relation to 

language proficiency in a single study. Thus, this study aims to fill this gap in the literature. 

 

This study aimed to better understanding the link between code-switching and language 

proficiency. The findings of this study would be of great value for the development of code-

switching literature. Specifically, it had some pedagogical implications. Moreover, it would be 

significant for English language teaching (ELT) since code-switching has been discouraged in 

many ELT contexts because of the consideration of code-switching as a sign of limited language 

proficiency and the assumption that code-switching (CS) impedes fluency in the target language.  

 

The study employed qualitative and quantitative method designs for data collection. The 

researcher used two main instruments: a questionnaire to obtain how Saudi female students at King 

Saud University (KSU) view the use of code-switching, as an indicator of language proficiency or 

as the lack thereof, and elicited production tasks with six female bilingual students in the English 

department at KSU.    

 

The purpose of this study is: 

1. To examine the relationship between code-switching and language proficiency and deficiency. 
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2. To determine how Saudi female students at KSU view code-switching in relation to language 

proficiency and deficiency. 

 

Research questions:  

1- What is the relationship between code-switching and the level of language proficiency in the 

second language of Saudi female students at KSU?  

2- Do Saudi female students at KSU view code-switching as a sign of language proficiency or as 

a symptom of language deficiency?   

 

Literature Review 

Code-switching 

The alternation between languages is a common phenomenon used among bilingual and 

multilingual to convey meaning. This phenomenon is known as code-switching (CS). The term 

CS has been defined by numerous linguists and researchers. CS is defined as "the alternation of 

two languages within a single discourse, sentence, or constituent." (Poplack, 1980, p. 583). Ja'afa 

and Maarof (2016) also define CS as "a communicative phenomenon of constantly switching 

between two languages in a bilingual's speech collection" (p. 212- 222). 

 

CS and Bilingual Proficiency   

The view of CS as a sign of language proficiency or as a sign of language deficiency has 

always been controversial for many scholars. According to (Muthusamy 2009, as cited in Hadei et 

al., 2016, p. 125), when a particular word or expression is not available to a speaker, the speaker 

switches code. Salema (2010) studied CS between languages and stated that switching occurs for 

various reasons, including a change in conversation topic and inadequate vocabulary in one 

language. Another study was conducted by Cheng & Butler (1989) on "code-switching: a natural 

phenomenon vs. language deficiency" and showed that 100% of the participants agreed that code-

switching serves to compensate for a deficiency in language. In addition, although CS has been 

discouraged in English as a foreign language (EFL) classroom because of the consideration of 

code-switching as a sign of limited language proficiency, EFL teachers usually switch codes to 

express meanings precisely. Seventy percent of teachers code-switch from English to Spanish even 

though they viewed code-switching negatively (Pillips, 1975, as cited in Hughes et al., 2006). One 

of Hidalgo's studies (1988) findings is that using CS is perceived as a negative social trait. When 

bilinguals do not have equivalent words or phrases because of the inadequacy of their language 

abilities, they must switch to their first language to fill in the gap. "Code-switching serves as a 

"filler" to continue the flow of the communication process, but it is also an indicator of a weakness 

in the second language" (Hughes et al., 2006, p. 10). Similarly, Cook (2003) reported that when a 

speaker does not have the facility to express himself effectively, the speaker shifts to continue the 

flow of the communication process, reflecting the speaker's limited language proficiency. In 

addition, the main reason for switching from one language to another is when a bilingual cannot 

express him/ herself in one language due to language deficiency (Crystal, 1987, as cited in Skiba, 

1997, p. 1).  

 

Contrary to the negative view that CS is due to a lack of proficiency, some scholars 

indicated that code-switching requires language competence in both languages. Becker (1997), for 

instance, asserted that CS is a rule-governed phenomenon that can be affected by linguistic, 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8608171/#bib5
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psycholinguistic, and social factors. She rejected the common assumption of CS as a random 

process reflecting language deficiency. In addition, one of the significant findings of Viduya's 

study (2018) is that CS is not symptomatic of low proficiency levels in the target language. 

Moreover, Parama et al. (2017) investigated monolinguals' and bilinguals' perceptions of CS. They 

hypothesized that "monolinguals would perceive code-switching as a sign of linguistic 

incompetence and bilinguals would perceive code-switching as indicative of a unique cognitive 

ability" (p. 87). They found that both bilinguals and monolinguals did not perceive CS as a sign of 

linguistic incompetence, but in general, bilinguals perceive CS as a unique cognitive ability. 

 

CS can also be used as a strategy to extend bilinguals' competence. For instance, Arnfast 

and Jørgensen (2003) & Mirhasani and Jafarpour (2009) indicated that CS could be used as a 

communicative strategy that may lead to earlier language proficiency.  In addition, Nilop (2006) 

defined CS as a communicative strategy used by bilinguals, and he viewed CS as strategic 

competence.   

 

Although CS has been extensively studied in Saudi Arabic, the studies that investigated CS 

in relation to language proficiency are limited. For instance, Hamouda and Aljumah (2020) 

investigated the perceptions of sixty-four Saudi EFL university students towards the reasons and 

functions of CS. They examined the attitudes toward CS and the uses of CS among Saudi students 

with various proficiency levels of English. They found a correlation between the level of language 

proficiency and the use of CS in EFL classes. Students with mid and low proficiency levels have 

positive attitudes toward the use of code-switching, whereas students with high proficiency levels 

have negative attitudes. It was also found that mid and low-proficient students used more CS than 

high-proficient students in EFL classes.  Hamouda and Aljumah’s (2020) study is different from 

the present study in which it investigated the perceptions towards the reasons and the functions of 

CS in a classroom context, whereas the present study investigated how CS is viewed, a sign of 

language proficiency or a symptom of language deficiency. Moreover, the current study 

investigated the relationship between language proficiency and frequency and types of CS. 

 

Bilingual Proficiency and Type of CS   

Researchers have observed that language proficiency in both languages is one of the 

various factors affecting the type of CS. For example, Poplack (1980, p. 589) found that there is a 

correlation between the level of language proficiency and the type of CS employed by bilinguals. 

That is, bilinguals with high levels of language proficiency tend to use more intrasentential code 

switches (i.e., the occurrence of CS within a sentence). Similarly, Montes-Alcalá (2001) observed 

that bilinguals with the greatest degree of language proficiency in both languages tended to use 

more intrasentential code switches. In line with the previous two studies, Yow et al. (2018) found 

that proficient bilinguals tended to switch by intrasentential code-switches, whereas those who had 

low levels of language proficiency tended to use intersentential code-switching (i.e., the 

occurrence of CS after the sentence in one language has been completed or between speaker turns). 

 

Bilingual Proficiency and Frequency of CS 

Some studies have indicated that language proficiency levels may also have an effect on 

the frequency of CS. For instance, Reyes (2004) found a significant statistical difference in the 

frequency of CS between two groups of bilinguals due to their levels of language proficiency. On 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8608171/#bib72


Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Volume 13. Number 4.  December 2022                                 

The Relationship between Code-switching and the Level of Language Proficiency                            Aldalbahy 

 

  

  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       

www.awej.org 

ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

313 
 

 

the other hand, Montanari et al. (2019) and Kapantzoglou et al. (2021) found no remarkable 

relationships between CS in Spanish–English bilinguals and language proficiency. The contrastive 

results across studies might be attributed to the different methodological approaches of each study. 

  

Theoretical Frameworks 

In relation to bilingualism and language competence, there are many theoretical models. 

First, according to Meuter & Allport's (1999) inhibitory control model, few CS are expected in 

bilingual production when speaking the weaker second language (L2) due to the effort that is 

needed to return to the dominant first language(L1). That means the cost of language-switching 

when bilinguals switch codes from the weaker L2 to the stronger L1. Second, in terms of using 

CS, bilinguals with a high level of language proficiency were expected to switch codes at a high 

rate due to their excellent knowledge of the grammatical rules of both languages (Poplack, 1980). 

In addition, Poplack (1980) indicated that bilinguals with high proficiency in both languages tend 

to be better at switching languages. 

 

The present study is guided by the above-mentioned theoretical assumptions. The focus of 

this study is to investigate how CS is related to the language proficiency of adult bilinguals since 

most of the studies in the literature are related to bilingual children’s CS. In specific, how Saudi 

female university students from two different levels of language proficiency switch between 

English and Arabic. 

 

Research Methodology  

Participants  

A total of 24 Saudi female university students at King Saud University participated in this 

study by filling in the questionnaire. The participants were students in the English department, 

which offers a master’s degree program in the English language. They are highly educated. The 

participants in the questionnaire have a high level of English language proficiency as they all 

scored at least 6.5 in the IELTS exam as a requirement for the master’s program. It was considered 

that the participants in the questionnaire have the high educational levels to investigate the effect 

of their high educational level on their attitudes toward CS.  In addition, six participants from two 

language proficiency levels, based on their IELTS scores, were asked to do a free speech task. 

Three were bachelor students in the English department at KSU, and the other three were master 

students in the same department. The information on the participants' level of language proficiency 

is significant as it is the only variable studied in performing the task.  

 

Research design  

The study employed quantitative and qualitative method design of data collection. The 

researcher used a questionnaire and an elicited production task to collect data on whether using 

CS is a sign of competence or incompetence. The quantitative data from the questionnaire were 

analyzed using percentages to measure how Saudi female students at KSU view CS in terms of 

language proficiency. Furthermore, the qualitative data from the elicited production task were 

analyzed using content analysis to identify the frequency and type of CS in relation to participants' 

language proficiency.   

 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8608171/#bib43
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8608171/#bib40
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Research Instruments 

The data collection tools used in the present study are a questionnaire and an elicited 

production task. The data collection tools were used to provide a comprehensive description of 

how CS is related to language proficiency and how Saudi female bilingual students view the 

relationship between code-switching and the level of language proficiency. In addition, data were 

obtained from both the questionnaire and the task to cross-validate the results.   

 

Questionnaire  

The first research instrument was an online questionnaire, which SmartSurvey designed. 

The researcher shared the questionnaire link with a WhatsApp group in which all the members are 

Saudi female master students from the English department at King Saud University. The 

questionnaire was designed to obtain how Saudi bilinguals view code-switching. The 

questionnaire was divided into two sections. The first section was designed to find out Saudi 

bilinguals' honest views about the relationship between code-switching and the level of language 

proficiency.  It consisted of 10 items arranged on a four Likert scale ranging from strongly agree 

to strongly disagree. The ten items of the questionnaire were adapted from many related research 

studies such as (Al-Ahdal, 2020; Hamouda & Aljumah, 2020). The questionnaire items were 

adjusted for the purpose of the study. Participants' responses showed how they view code-

switching, as an indicator of language proficiency or as the lack thereof. Participants were asked 

to tick the option that described their degree of agreement or disagreement. The second section of 

the questionnaire comprised two open-ended questions. In the first open-ended question, the 

participants were asked whether they preferred to communicate with other bilinguals in English 

only or both Arabic and English. They were also requested to explain their preference. In the 

second open-ended question, the participants were asked whether their use of CS is related to their 

level of language proficiency. The two open-ended questions were used to identify the general 

preference and thoughts. The final data were analyzed using percentages. The results were then 

reported. 

  

An Elicited Production Task  

One of the techniques used to investigate CS is free speech in code-switch mode (Blot et 

al., 2003). The researcher chose this data collection method as it yields natural CS, and generates 

and constitutes true CS (Gullberg et al., 2009). Although the participants were allowed to use CS 

whenever needed, they were free to decide when and how to use CS. Moreover, the participants 

were instructed in Arabic and English to help them feel that it is acceptable to CS. The researcher 

conducted the free speech task with six participants to gather in-depth information about the 

relationship between CS and language competence. The six participants participated voluntarily 

in this study. They were chosen based on their level of language proficiency. Three participants 

got at least 6.5 on IELTS, and their ages are between 24-29 years old, while the other three got 5, 

and their ages are 19 and 20. The participants were divided into two groups based on their IELTS 

scores: three with a high level of language proficiency and three with an intermediate level of 

competency. Each group performed the task separately. The participants of each group were asked 

to speak freely about two given topics. The topics are video games for children and intercultural 

marriage. The topics were chosen because of two reasons. First, the two topics are related to 

females as being wives and mothers. Second, the use of controversial topics was significant as it 

may stimulate the participants to show their opinions. The participants were asked to define the 



Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Volume 13. Number 4.  December 2022                                 

The Relationship between Code-switching and the Level of Language Proficiency                            Aldalbahy 

 

  

  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       

www.awej.org 

ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

315 
 

 

topics, identify the advantages, disadvantages, and challenges of each topic and determine their 

opinions. It was considered that the first topic (video games for children) would be familiar and 

probably encountered by the participants in their everyday life, while the second is not. The 

researcher considered this variability in choosing the topics to give a balance to the task. The 

subjects provided the researcher with an informal verbal consent to record their conversation. The 

conversation was audio-recorded, transcribed, and lasted between fifteen and twenty minutes.   

 

Data analysis 

The researcher used a questionnaire and an elicited production task to collect data. The 

collected data were analyzed qualitatively and quantitatively by the researcher. First, the outcome 

of the questionnaire was analyzed quantitatively using percentages. The percentages were 

presented in tables. Next, the recorded information from the elicited production task was 

transcribed. Based on the recorded speech, each participant's frequency and type of CS were 

analyzed by cross-case analysis technique. Then, the researcher analyzed qualitatively via content 

analysis the use of CS of each group in relation to their level of language proficiency. To examine 

the reliability, the researcher carried out a pilot study. The pilot study of the task showed that no 

changes were needed. The researcher also consulted an academic, who is an expert in applied 

linguistics, for content validity. Accordingly, some procedures were dropped or modified. Based 

on the expert’s consultation, five statements were dropped from the questionnaire for being 

redundant. For example, "using code-switching is a sign of unproficiency in English" was dropped. 

 

Results  

Results Related to Research Question 1  

The present study investigated the relationship between CS and the level of language 

proficiency. The speech of six participants from two levels of language proficiency was recorded. 

A total duration of 30 minutes of speech about two topics was recorded. The frequency and types 

of code-switched utterances were measured and analyzed qualitatively. The elicited production 

task data were analyzed using simple frequency counts. During the task, both the high-level 

language proficiency group and the intermediate level of language proficiency group used more 

English than Arabic. This finding was expected, considering the participants' linguistic Proficiency 

with intermediate and high levels in English. This result confirmed Meuter & Allport's (1999) 

inhibitory control model that few CS are expected in bilingual production when speaking the 

weaker language(L2). It should be pointed out here that all participants switched to Arabic, and no 

one did not switch at all. Unexpectedly, a similar frequency of CS was found between both groups 

while performing the task. Developmentally, it was anticipated that the intermediate language 

proficiency group would use their native language (Arabic) with a higher frequency than the high 

language proficiency group because the latter have developed higher degrees of bilingual 

proficiency. This finding illustrated no significant correlation between language proficiency and 

CS. Table 1 shows the frequency of CS to Arabic used by both groups across the two topics: video 

games for children and intercultural marriage.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8608171/#bib40
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Table 1. The total number of CS to Arabic occurs during the speech. 
The frequency of CS to Arabic across the two topics 

 Video games for children Intercultural marriage 

The high level of language 

proficiency group 

11  9  

The intermediate level of language 

proficiency group 

8  12  

 

Interestingly, as shown in Table 1, both groups switched to Arabic (20) times during their 

conversations about the two topics. The result indicates that both groups switched codes with the 

same frequency. This result is similar to that reached by Montanari et al. (2019) and Kapantzoglou 

et al. (2021), who found no remarkable relationships between the frequency of CS and language 

proficiency. Furthermore, the analysis reveals that the high-level language proficiency group used 

more intrasentential code-switches than the intermediate level of language proficiency group, who 

used more intersentential code-switching during their speech. This finding corroborates Poplack’s 

(1980) finding that bilinguals with high proficiency in both languages tend to be better at switching 

languages. Table 2 shows the number of uses of each type of CS by both groups.  

 

Table 2.  The number of uses of each type of CS  
 Total number of intra-sentential 

switches 

Total number of inter-sentential 

switches 

The high level of language 

proficiency group 

15 5 

The intermediate level of language 

proficiency group 

6 14 

 

A comparison of the type of CS used by each group showed a big difference in the 

occurrence of each type of CS across the two levels of language proficiency: a total number of 

intra-sentential switches (15) and (6) used by the high-level of language proficiency group and the 

intermediate level of language proficiency group, respectively (see Table 2). On the other hand, 

only a small number (5 times) of inter-sentential code switches was used by the high-level 

language proficiency group as opposed to the intermediate level language proficiency group, 

which used the inter-sentential code switches type (14) times. Table 3 shows examples of each 

type of CS that were found in the participants’ utterances.  

 

Table 3.  Types and Examples of CS 
Level of language proficiency Types of CS Examples 

 

The high level of language 

proficiency group 

Intra-sentential CS: switch to 

Arabic within a sentence  
X: I feel like “alsalbja:t ʔa:kaθr minil 

jʤabijat” (the disadvantages more than 

the advantages).   

X: yes yes I agree, especially “ʔiða: 

ka:nl djn walʕada:t muxtalifah” (if the 

religion, customs and traditions are 

different), they will be completely 

missed. 

Inter-sentential CS: switch to 

Arabic between sentences 
X: “ʔa:ћs kama:n jazjidl ðaka:ʔ” (I also 

feel that it increases intelligence), and 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8608171/#bib43
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they can also learn languages from 

games. 

 

 

The intermediate level of language 

proficiency group 

Intra-sentential CS X: “baʕdˤ ʔalʔa:ba:ʔ ” (some parents) try 

to spend time with their kids.  

X: It can be damaging for them to not 

“jataʕaradˤwn llʃams” (exposed to the 

sun).  

Inter-sentential CS  X: because I think it has many 

advantages. “ʔawal ʃaj mummkan 

jukun” (the first thing can be).   

 

Results Related to Research Question 2 

The present study used a 10-item questionnaire using a 4-point Likert-type scale to 

investigate Saudi female KSU students' views toward the use of code-switching, as a sign of 

language proficiency or as a symptom of language deficiency. The questionnaire was filled out by 

24 Saudi female master students from KSU. Based on the questionnaire's results, the data was 

analyzed quantitatively and presented in tables.  

 

Table 4. Saudi Female KSU Students' Views toward Code-switching  
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This exploratory study aims to get a better understanding of the link between CS and 

language proficiency. The findings of the questionnaire indicated that although participants have 

a positive attitude towards using CS, they perceived code-switching as a symptom of language 

deficiency. It is possible that participants unconsciously judged that code-switching is a symptom 

of lacking competence because of their advanced proficiency, as they all have a high level of 

language proficiency. It is also possible that the finding of positive attitudes towards the use of CS 

is a result of the common practice of CS for the participants as bilingual speakers. Therefore, they 

perceived code-switching as something normal. The findings of positive attitudes towards using 

CS could also be attributed to the female participants. This is not surprising, considering that 

researchers usually report a significant relationship between gender and attitudes toward CS 

(Dewaele & Wei, 2014). Furthermore, the positive attitudes could be related to the high 

educational level of the participants. Dewaele and Wei (2014) reported that educational levels 

significantly affect attitudes toward the use of CS. Highly educated bilinguals (MA and Ph.D.) 

have more positive attitudes toward CS than less educated bilinguals.  

 

When examining the participants' positive attitude towards CS in more detail, participants 

stated that CS does not weaken their English language. The responses to the statements "code-

switching to Arabic leads to the weakness of my English" led to a relatively high percentage of the 

participants disagreeing and strongly disagreeing, representing 66.67% and 8.33%, respectively. 

The finding of the previous item showed a wide agreement among participants that code-switching 

does not have a negative effect on their English language. In addition, the vast majority of the 

participant dismissed any confusion that might result from using code-switching in communicating 

among bilinguals. In specific, 58.33% disagreed in their response as to whether code-switching 

between languages annoys them. The results of the previous two items are reflections of the 

participants' positive attitudes toward code-switching.  

 

However, participants' perception of code-switching is not the same as their positive 

attitude. Instead, they have judged code-switching as a sign of language incompetence. For 

example, the participants think that code-switching indicates the inadequacy of the language, as 

60.87% agreed that "code-switching is a sign of incomplete linguistic competence". In addition, 

responses to statement 10 demonstrate that 50% of the participants believe that code-switching 

does not lead to a rise in English proficiency. Moreover, the responses to statement 8, "I frequently 

switch to Arabic when I don't find a direct equivalence to my words", show that 70.83% of the 

participants used CS because of competence lacking. 
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Q1: In which language(s) would you prefer to communicate with other bilinguals? Explain your 

answer and add any additional comments.  

This question dealt with the link between attitudes and self-reported preference of using 

only the English language or code-switching between Arabic and English when communicating 

with other bilinguals. The participants' responses showed that those who have positive attitudes 

toward code-switching also reported preferring code-switching between Arabic and English to 

using English only. As displayed in the table above, 83.33% of the participants (20 out of 24 

participants) preferred Arabic/English code-switching to the sole use of English, which only four 

participants chosen. This demonstrates a strong preference for Arabic/English code-switching for 

communicating with other bilinguals. Generally, the participants viewed code-switching 

positively, as they preferred to switch codes when communicating with other bilinguals. They feel 

that code-switching helps to express meaning more preciously. The following explanation 

substantiates this: "I prefer to switch Arabic and English because I think my ideas can be expressed 

more". Another explanation is "when I code switch, I can express myself freely". In addition, one 

of the participants expresses her preference to switch to Arabic when she wants to show her 

emotion.  

 

On the other hand, four participants preferred to communicate with other bilinguals only 

in English. It is clear that all of them viewed code-switching negatively since they all strongly 

agreed on statements 2 and 5 that code-switching annoys them and that they should not switch 

codes because they have adequate language competency. One of the four participants explained, 

"I prefer to use English only to have more oral practice of English". Another one explained the 

preference of using English only as "I believe that one should be able to hold a full conversation 

in each language by itself without the need to use words of other languages." 

 

Q2: Do you think your Proficiency in English is related to your use of code-switching? How?  

This question was the second open-ended question in the questionnaire. The responses to 

this question revealed the participants' beliefs about the relationship between language proficiency 

levels and the use of CS. The findings support the findings of the previous parts of the 

questionnaire. The majority of the participants think that CS is related to Proficiency in English, 

in which the higher the proficiency level is, the lower the occurrence of code-switching. This result 

corroborates the findings of Hamouda & Aljumah (2020) that there is a relationship between the 

use of CS and the level of language proficiency in which students with a low level of language 

proficiency tend to use CS more than intermediate or advanced students. On the other hand, five 

participants only think there is no correlation between CS and language competency. One of them 

explained, "It is not related because you can be proficient in both languages and still code-switch."  

 

Discussion  

The findings from the elicited production task are not compatible with the findings of the 

questionnaire. The result from the elicited production task revealed that the frequency of CS is not 

related to the level of language proficiency. Both groups switched to Arabic twenty times. This 

result is inconsistent with Poplack's (1980) finding that bilinguals with a high language 

competence tend to switch at a high rate due to their linguistic knowledge. It also showed that the 

use of CS is not a sign of incompetence since even the high-level language proficiency group 

switched to Arabic with the same frequency of CS that was used by the intermediate level. The 
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reason for the use of CS by the high-level group could be ascribed to their positive views toward 

the use of CS, as shown in their responses to the questionnaire.    

 

Moreover, the task result indicates that the level of language proficiency was significantly 

correlated to the types of CS used. The high-level language proficiency group used more intra-

sentential switches, whereas the intermediate-level group used more inter-sentential switches. This 

finding is in line with Yow et al.(2018), who found that proficient bilinguals tended to switch to 

intrasentential code-switches, whereas those who had low language proficiency tended to use 

intersentential code-switching. 

 

Even though the study examines the CS of bilingual of only six participants from two levels 

of proficiency, the results offered here can provide insights into the frequency and types of CS that 

is used by the high and intermediate-level groups. Furthermore, the use of the questionnaire helped 

in investigating the perceptions of bilinguals toward the use of CS and the actual use of CS by 

them. For example, although the high-level group, in their responses to the questionnaire, 

perceived CS as an indicator of lacking competence, they switched to Arabic in the task as much 

as the intermediate-level group did. 

 

Conclusion 

This study was conducted to examine the relationship between code-switching and 

language proficiency and determine how Saudi female students at KSU view code-switching in 

relation to language proficiency and deficiency. The findings revealed that although Saudi female 

students at KSU viewed the use of CS positively, they considered it as a symptom of language 

deficiency. According to the results obtained, the type of CS used by the participants was 

significantly related to their level of proficiency, whereas the frequency of CS was not. Besides 

this, the majority of the participants favored the use of CS while speaking with bilinguals. Thus, 

CS can be viewed as a tool that bilinguals prefer. Consequently, CS is not necessarily a sign of 

language incompetency.  

 

The finding of the present study is significant in that it challenges the popular belief that 

CS is a signal of linguistic incompetency. Instead, it provides teachers and educators with some 

insights into the possibility that CS may be used by students as a favorable tool to meet their 

conversational goals as bilinguals. Thus, teachers and educators should not completely prohibit 

the use of CS in EFL classes, and they also should not judge any use of CS as a sign of 

unproficiency.  

 

It is worth pointing out that to generate an in-depth understanding of the relationship 

between code-switching and language proficiency, future studies should include participants with 

a low level of language proficiency. The absence of the low-level group might affect the result of 

the current study. The author used the free speech task to prove the finding of the questionnaire 

and to find authentic information. However, the sample of the task consisted of only six 

participants. With such a small size, it is difficult to find a significant relationship and generalize 

the findings. Furthermore, the limited time of the task might undermine the validity of the result.  

It would also be interesting for future research to examine this relationship among male subjects 

and compare the results with the result of the current study.  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8608171/#bib72
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Appendix: Students’ questionnaire 
 

Questionnaire Items Stron

gly 

agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

1. Code-Switching is a sign of incomplete 

linguistic competence. 

    

2. It annoys me when people switch between 

languages. 

    

3. To code-switch effectively, bilinguals must 

possess a high level of understanding of the 

two languages. 

    

4. It confuses me when bilinguals switch codes 

between Arabic and English simultaneously. 

    

5. As a bilingual, I should not switch codes 

because I have adequate language competency. 

    

6. I usually code-switch to Arabic, although my 

level of language proficiency is high. 

    

7. Code-Switching to Arabic leads to the 

weakness of my English. 

    

8. I frequently switch to Arabic when I do not 

find a direct equivalence to my words. 

    

9. Code-switching between languages shows my 

superior Proficiency in the two languages. 

    

10. My English proficiency has improved by freely 

mixing English and Arabic during speech.  

    

Open-ended questions  

1) As a bilingual, would you prefer to communicate with other bilinguals in the: 

A. English only 
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B. Both Arabic and English 

Please, explain your answer. And add any additional comments? 

 

2) Do you think your Proficiency in English is related to your use of code-switching? How? 

 


