
Code Switching in a Northern Athabaskan Community 
 
This study explores the occurrence of and motivations for code switching between Dëne S!"iné 
(Athabaskan) and English in Dillon, a small community in northern Saskatchewan.  In this 
community, Dëne S!"iné is spoken by most people, and on a daily basis. 
 
Code switching in multilingual communities, or among multi- or bilingual speakers, is a topic of 
interest in a variety of disciplines, including, among others, linguistic anthropology, 
sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, and second language acquisition.  Choosing to use more than 
one language within a single conversation may be motivated by a number of different factors. Chad 
Nilep (2006:17) describes the use of code switching as a means to contextualize communication, by 
signaling a change in situation, shifting relevance of social roles, or alternate ways of 
understanding.  Code switching has been shown to play a role in bringing humour into 
conversational exchanges (Siegel 1995) as well as in creating particular social situations (Auer 
1984); it is also intimately connected to the process of language shift and to cultural identity (Kulick 
1992, Field 2001).  John Gumperz (1958), in his work on various dialects of Hindi in northern 
India, suggests that language choice may be indicative of the relationship(s) between speakers.  As 
these and other scholars have shown, the strategic use of more than one language in a single 
communicative exchange may reveal much about social roles, cultural values, language attitudes, 
and processes of language shift in multilingual communities. 
 
The results from the current study stem from data collected during a number of short field trips to 
Dillon.  My approach fuses both linguistic (i.e. language documentation and conversation analysis) 
and anthropological (i.e. participant observation) methodologies.  I will present a number of 
examples of code switching between Dëne S!"iné and English, both from recorded interviews and 
from my observations, and will show that lexical items such as discourse markers (e.g. ‘so’), 
numerals, place names and months of the year are among those that are likely to be code switched.  
Other functions of code switching include reiteration and marking direct quotations.  Syntactic 
complexity of utterances may also be a factor, as I will discuss.  I will also give attention to a 
number of sociolinguistic factors, such as the age of the interlocutors, whether speakers have spent 
a significant amount of time away from the community, and speakers’ expressed attitudes towards 
language use.  
 
References 
 
Auer, Peter.  1984.  Bilingual Conversation.  Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 
Field, Margaret. 2001. Triadic directives in Navajo language socialization. In Language in Society 

30 (2): 249–263.  
Gumperz, John.  1958.  Dialect differences and social stratification in a North Indian Village.  In 

American Anthropologist 60: 668-681. 
Kulick, Don. 1992.  Language Shift and Cultural Reproduction: Socialization, Self, and Syncretism 

in a Papua New Guinean Village. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
Nilep, Chad. 2006. “Code switching” in sociocultural linguistics. In Colorado Research in 

Linguistics 19:1-22. 
Siegel, Jeff.  1995.  How to get a laugh in Fijian: Code-switching and humour.  In Language in 

Society 24 (1): 95-110.  

Andrea Wilhelm
Jeanette Wiens, University of Regina & First Nations University of Canada


