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ABSTRACT
Code-switching, the practice of shifting between two languages within a single communicative interaction, is widely observed among EFL learners yet remains underexplored as a deliberate communication strategy in online non-formal speaking environments. While previous studies have often treated code-switching as a sign of linguistic deficiency, this study reframes it as a purposeful strategic behavior that learners activate when vocabulary limitations disrupt the flow of spoken communication. This study aims to identify the patterns of code-switching used by EFL learners at Peptalk English Course as a communication strategy during online speaking sessions, to describe how code-switching is applied when vocabulary gaps emerge in real-time interaction, and to analyze the factors that drive learners to switch from English to Indonesian in online speaking activities. A qualitative descriptive research design was employed, with data collected from five key informants and one supporting informant through observations of recorded online speaking sessions, semi-structured interviews, and document collection. Data were analyzed using the interactive model of Miles, Huberman, and Saldana (2014). Findings show that code-switching occurred most frequently as a short term bridging strategy when learners failed to retrieve target vocabulary under communicative pressure. Speaking anxiety, limited productive vocabulary, and the reduced interactional support of the online environment were the primary factors driving its use. These findings suggest that code switching in online EFL speaking contexts functions not as linguistic failure but as an adaptive communicative resource that warrants explicit attention in speaking instruction.
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INTRODUCTION
Speaking in a foreign language is rarely a smooth, uninterrupted process, particularly for learners whose vocabulary in that language is still developing. When an EFL learner reaches a point in conversation where the English word they need simply does not come to mind, they face an immediate choice: stop, find another way, or borrow from the language they know best. That last option, switching momentarily from English to Indonesian, is what linguists call code-switching, and it is arguably the most instinctive communicative response available to Indonesian EFL learners under lexical pressure. Speaking is widely recognized as a highly complex productive skill that demands the learner to simultaneously coordinate multiple linguistic and cognitive processes in real time (Aljasir, 2025). In the Indonesian EFL context, this complexity is compounded by the fact that English functions as a foreign language taught in both formal educational institutions and non-formal language courses, meaning learners have limited daily exposure to authentic spoken English outside structured learning environments (Shahi & Province, 2022). When a learner cannot find the right word mid-sentence, the gap is immediately visible and cannot be retracted, creating a persistent psychological pressure that directly shapes how learners manage communicative breakdown (Cendra & Sulindra, 2022).
Vocabulary limitation has consistently been identified as one of the primary barriers to effective spoken communication among Indonesian EFL learners, with Franscy & Ramli (2022) listing it among the five most significant linguistic obstacles alongside pronunciation, grammar, comprehension, and fluency. A similar finding was reported by Purwati et al. (2023), who found that EFL learners and teachers in Indonesian vocational contexts consistently identified vocabulary gaps as the most immediate obstacle to sustaining spoken interaction, particularly in moments that required spontaneous word retrieval under conversational pressure. In many situations, learners respond to this limitation by becoming silent, switching to their first language, or reducing the amount they say because they cannot find the words they need (Seli & Santosa, 2023). Aljasir (2025) further found that even learners who actively studied vocabulary through memorization were unable to access those words reliably during real-time speaking tasks, because productive retrieval under time pressure requires a different kind of lexical consolidation than passive recognition. Indonesia's EF English Proficiency Index ranking of 80th globally in 2024, with a score falling below the global average, further confirms that this challenge remains unresolved at a national scale (EF Education First, 2024).
The theoretical foundation for understanding communicative behavior under vocabulary limitation lies in the concept of communicative competence. Hymes (1972) first introduced this concept as a critique of a purely grammatical view of language, arguing that successful communication requires not only knowledge of linguistic structures but also an understanding of when, how, and to whom language should be used appropriately. Canale & Swain (1980) later expanded this framework into four interconnected components, among which strategic competence is the most directly relevant to this study. Strategic competence refers to the ability to employ verbal and non-verbal strategies to compensate for limitations in linguistic proficiency, and it is precisely this competence that EFL learners activate when vocabulary gaps emerge during speaking activities (Canale & Swain, 1980). Fitriyanti & Malihah (2024) found that effective spoken interaction in EFL contexts d
Depends on a learner's ability to draw on compensatory communicative resources when any one of these components fails, reinforcing the central role of strategic competence in real-time speaking.
Despite how frequently code-switching occurs in EFL speaking contexts, its role as a deliberate communication strategy rather than a random lapse in language use has received limited scholarly attention, especially in online and non-formal learning environments. Most prior studies have treated code-switching either as evidence of insufficient language proficiency or as a classroom management behavior by teachers, overlooking its function as a learner-initiated strategy to bridge vocabulary gaps in real-time spoken interaction (Fitriyanti & Malihah, 2024). Faerch & Kasper (1983) explicitly categorize code-switching, which they refer to as language switch, as an achievement strategy under the broader taxonomy of communication strategies, meaning that its use reflects an active, goal-oriented decision to keep communication alive rather than a passive failure to perform. Tarone (1980)similarly classifies it under conscious transfer, emphasizing that switching to the first language is a purposeful choice that learners make when their target language resources prove insufficient. Mulyanto & Sujiatmoko (2022) observed that in online EFL settings specifically, code-switching emerged as one of the most frequently activated strategies when learners encountered mid-sentence vocabulary failures, because the reduced interactional support of the digital environment left learners with fewer alternative resources to fall back on. Together, these frameworks share the insight that EFL learners are not passive victims of their vocabulary limitations but active strategic agents who continuously make decisions about how to sustain communication when breakdowns occur (Faerch & Kasper, 1983; Tarone, 1980).
The relationship between vocabulary limitation and speaking behavior is further complicated by the psychological dimension of language anxiety. Horwitz, Horwitz et al. 1986) introduced the construct of Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety as a distinct form of situational anxiety unique to the experience of learning and using a foreign language, characterized by communication apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of negative evaluation. When a learner cannot recall a needed word during a speaking activity, the resulting communication breakdown can trigger or intensify this anxiety, which in turn makes it even harder to retrieve words from memory, creating a self-reinforcing cycle (Aubrey, 2022). Cendra & Sulindra (2022)found that Indonesian EFL learners with higher levels of speaking anxiety demonstrated a systematic preference for reduction strategies over achievement strategies, suggesting that anxiety does not merely accompany vocabulary limitation but actively shapes which communicative responses learners choose under pressure.
The online learning environment adds a further layer of complexity to this dynamic. Cancino & Cabello (2024) demonstrated that speaking anxiety is significantly elevated in online EFL settings, where reduced non-verbal cues, limited real-time feedback, and the absence of physical co-presence narrow the communicative resources available to learners when vocabulary gaps emerge. Peng et al. 2024) found in a study of EFL university students that online learning anxiety was significantly shaped by three factors specific to the digital environment: the perceived distance from the instructor, the reduced sense of social belonging in virtual classes, and the technical demands of managing the platform while simultaneously trying to speak in a foreign language. Marzulina et al. (2023) found in a case study of EFL teachers in Indonesia that the most commonly reported challenge in online speaking instruction was the inability to give immediate corrective feedback to individual learners during live sessions, which meant that communication breakdowns caused by vocabulary limitations were often left unaddressed and unresolved. In such conditions, code-switching may become even more frequent and functionally important as a bridging mechanism, yet this specific behavior within online non-formal speaking courses remains poorly documented. Peptalk English Course, which conducts its speaking program entirely through digital platforms in small groups with high communicative demands, represents precisely the kind of context where these dynamics converge and where systematic investigation is most needed.
Understanding how and why EFL learners code-switch in online speaking settings carries significant implications for both research and practice. From a theoretical standpoint, this study contributes to expanding the application of Faerch & Kasper (1983) and Tarone's (1980) communication strategy frameworks into non-formal digital learning environments that have been largely absent from the existing literature. From a practical standpoint, the findings are expected to inform speaking instructors and course designers at non-formal English courses about the communicative realities their learners face, enabling them to design speaking activities that are more responsive to learners' actual strategic behaviors rather than penalizing natural compensatory responses like code-switching. This study therefore aims to identify the patterns of code-switching used by EFL learners at Peptalk English Course as a communication strategy, to describe how those patterns are applied during online speaking activities, and to analyze the factors that drive learners to switch from English to Indonesian when vocabulary limitations arise.
METHODS
This study employed a qualitative descriptive research design grounded in the interpretive paradigm. A qualitative approach was selected because code-switching behavior as a communication strategy is a context-dependent and experiential phenomenon that requires in-depth exploration rather than numerical measurement (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The interpretive paradigm views reality as being shaped through individuals' experiences, interactions, and interpretations of their social environment, making it a fitting epistemological stance for investigating the strategic and psychological dimensions of learner behavior during online speaking activities (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This study specifically adopts a single case study design as conceptualized by Yin (2018), with the online speaking program at Peptalk English Course serving as the bounded case of investigation. A qualitative descriptive design is particularly suitable for this study because it allows the researcher to provide a comprehensive and contextually grounded account of communication strategy use without imposing predetermined numerical categories on behavior that is inherently fluid and context-sensitive (Creswell & Photh, 2018).
Participants
Participants were selected through purposive sampling based on three criteria: active enrollment in the online speaking program at Peptalk English Course during the June 2026 data collection period, a minimum of two weeks of participation in the program, and observable evidence of vocabulary difficulty during speaking sessions that prompted switching to Indonesian. Merriam & Tisdell (2016) define purposive sampling as a participant selection technique grounded in the assumption that the researcher wants to discover, understand, and gain insight from individuals who can provide the richest and most relevant information for the research questions at hand. Five EFL learners were selected as key informants, and one speaking instructor was included as a supporting informant for the purpose of source triangulation, providing an independent external perspective on the learner behaviors observed during the sessions.
Instruments
In line with Lincoln & Guba (1985), the researcher served as the primary research instrument throughout the study, on the grounds that in naturalistic inquiry no tool or questionnaire can match the human researcher's capacity to respond flexibly and adaptively to emerging data. Three supporting instruments were used to structure the data collection process. The first was a semi-structured interview guideline developed around the three research questions, allowing the researcher to explore each informant's experiences with vocabulary difficulties and switching behavior while retaining flexibility to follow up on unexpected responses (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The second was a structured observation sheet grounded in the communication strategy taxonomies of Faerch & Kasper (1983) and Tarone (1980), used to systematically document instances of code-switching during online speaking sessions. The third was a documentation sheet used to organize video recordings, session transcripts, field notes, and instructional materials collected throughout the study.
Procedures
Data collection was carried out in three sequential stages. The preparation stage involved completing a literature review, developing and validating all research instruments, selecting participants, and processing research permission documentation. The implementation stage, conducted in June 2026, began with two to three preliminary observations to establish rapport and confirm participant suitability, followed by formal classroom observations of online speaking sessions, individual semi-structured interviews with each student informant lasting 7 to 15 minutes, and a brief unstructured interview with the instructor lasting approximately 5 to 10 minutes. All interviews were conducted in Indonesian to ensure informants could express themselves freely without language barriers, and all sessions were audio-recorded with full informant consent before being transcribed verbatim. Throughout the entire data collection process, this study consistently upheld four core ethical principles: all informants received written informed consent before the research began, participation was entirely voluntary, confidentiality of individual responses was maintained, and all data were used exclusively for academic research purposes. The completion stage covered data transcription, systematic coding, member checking, and final report writing.
Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using the interactive model of Miles, Huberman, and Saldana (2014), which consists of three interconnected processes that move back and forth throughout the research rather than in a strict linear sequence. The first process was data condensation, involving repeated reading of all transcripts and observation notes followed by systematic coding of each code-switching instance according to the Faerch & Kasper (1983) and Tarone (1980) taxonomies. Miles, Huberman, and Miles et al. (2014) introduced the term data condensation to replace the older concept of data reduction, emphasizing that this process is not about discarding data but about sharpening and focusing it so that patterns become visible. The second process was data presentation, in which coded data were organized into descriptive narratives supported by direct participant quotes. The third process was drawing and verifying conclusions, where patterns across all data sources were interpreted and cross-checked against evidence from all three data collection methods. Trustworthiness was established through two types of triangulation: methodological triangulation, which involved comparing findings across interviews, observations, and documents, and source triangulation, which cross-referenced student informant data with the instructor's independent perspective. Triangulation as a technique for checking the validity of data by using additional sources or methods as a cross-reference against what has already been collected, ensuring that findings reflect the actual phenomenon rather than any single data source or perspective (Yin, 2018).
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