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ABSTRACT

Language choice is a defining feature of communication in multilingual societies, particularly in
educational institutions where speakers from diverse linguistic backgrounds interact on a daily basis.
While previous studies have examined code-switching and multilingualism in Nigerian higher education,
limited attention has been given to how language choice is organised during naturally occurring
interaction. This study investigates language choice among students, lecturers and administrative staff at
the Federal Polytechnic of Oil and Gas, Bonny, using Conversation Analysis as the analytical approach.
The study draws on audio-recorded interactions collected from academic and informal settings within the
institution. The data were transcribed and analysed to examine how participants deploy English, Nigerian
Pidgin and indigenous languages during turn-taking, code-switching and repair sequences. The findings
indicate that language choice is shaped by the interactional demands of the moment rather than by fixed
linguistic preferences. English is predominantly used in institutional and academic exchanges, while
Nigerian Pidgin facilitates solidarity, familiarity and informal communication. Indigenous languages
emerge in specific interactional contexts to express shared identity and strengthen interpersonal
relationships. The analysis further shows that participants use different linguistic resources strategically to
maintain the progress of interaction, resolve communication problems and accomplish both institutional
and social actions. The study contributes to research on multilingual communication in Nigerian higher
education by demonstrating how Conversation Analysis provides a useful framework for understanding
language choice as an interactional practice rather than merely a structural feature of bilingual speech.
The findings also offer insights into everyday multilingual communication in African educational
settings.

Keywords: Language choice, multilingualism, Conversation Analysis, Nigerian Pidgin, higher education,
Nigeria.

1.0 INTRODUCTION

Nigeria's multilingual landscape makes language choice an integral part of everyday communication.
With over 500 indigenous languages spoken across the country, alongside English as the official language
and Nigerian Pidgin as a widely used lingua franca, speakers constantly draw on different linguistic
resources to achieve communicative goals (Bamgbose, 1995; Faraclas, 1996). These choices are
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particularly evident in higher education institutions where students, lecturers and administrative staff from
diverse linguistic backgrounds interact in both formal and informal settings.
In Nigerian tertiary institutions, English serves as the official medium of instruction and administration,
while Nigerian Pidgin and indigenous languages frequently occur in everyday interactions outside formal
academic activities. Speakers often alternate between these linguistic resources to explain ideas, establish
rapport, express shared identities and negotiate interpersonal relationships. Consequently, language
choice extends beyond linguistic preference to become an interactional practice through which
participants accomplish social and institutional activities.
Research on multilingualism in Nigeria has documented the widespread use of English, Nigerian Pidgin
and indigenous languages across different domains of communication (Akande & Salami, 2010; Faraclas,
1996). Similarly, studies on code-switching have shown that multilingual speakers alternate between
languages for reasons such as identity construction, solidarity, emphasis and communicative efficiency
(Gumperz, 1982; Myers-Scotton, 1993). Although these studies have contributed significantly to the
understanding of multilingual communication, they have largely examined language choice from
sociolinguistic or structural perspectives. Less attention has been paid to how speakers organise language
choice during naturally occurring interaction, particularly within Nigerian polytechnic environments.
Conversation Analysis offers an appropriate analytical perspective for examining this interactional
dimension of multilingual communication. By focusing on the sequential organisation of naturally
occurring talk, it provides insights into how speakers select and negotiate linguistic resources as
interaction unfolds (Schegloff, 2007). This approach makes it possible to move beyond identifying
instances of code-switching to understanding how language choice contributes to the accomplishment of
everyday social and institutional actions.
Against this background, this study investigates language choice in naturally occurring interactions at the
Federal Polytechnic of Oil and Gas, Bonny. Using Conversation Analysis, it examines how students,
lecturers and administrative staff deploy English, Nigerian Pidgin and indigenous languages during
interaction. In doing so, the study contributes to ongoing discussions on multilingual communication in
African higher education by demonstrating how language choice is organised as an interactional resource
within a multilingual academic community.
1.1 Aim and Objectives of the Study
The aim of this study is to examine how language choice is organised during naturally occurring
interactions in a multilingual Nigerian polytechnic. Using Conversation Analysis as the analytical
approach, the study investigates how participants draw on English, Nigerian Pidgin and indigenous
languages to accomplish both institutional and interpersonal activities.
To achieve this aim, the study pursues the following objectives:
1. To examine how participants organise language choice during turn-taking in naturally occurring
interactions.
2. To investigate how code-switching functions as an interactional resource in communication
among students, lecturers and administrative staff.
3. To analyse how participants use language choice during repair sequences to maintain
understanding and accomplish interactional goals.

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Multilingualism and Language Choice in Nigeria

Nigeria is one of the most linguistically diverse countries in the world, with over 500 indigenous
languages spoken alongside English, the country's official language (Bamgbose, 1995). This multilingual
reality has shaped patterns of communication across different domains, including education, government,
commerce and the media. As a result, language choice has become a defining feature of everyday
interaction, particularly in contexts where speakers from different linguistic backgrounds come together.
English occupies a central position in Nigeria because it serves as the language of formal education,
administration and official communication. At the same time, Nigerian Pidgin has developed into a
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widely accepted lingua franca used across ethnic and social boundaries, while indigenous languages
continue to function as important markers of identity, culture and community (Faraclas, 1996).
Consequently, multilingual Nigerians routinely draw on these linguistic resources according to the
communicative demands of particular situations.

Within higher education, language choice reflects both institutional expectations and interpersonal
relationships. English is generally used during lectures, official meetings and formal academic activities
because it is the recognised language of instruction. However, outside these formal contexts, students,
lecturers and other members of the academic community frequently alternate between English, Nigerian
Pidgin and indigenous languages in response to changing interactional needs. These choices are
influenced by such factors as the topic of discussion, the relationship between participants, the level of
formality and the communicative purpose of the interaction (Akande & Salami, 2010).

Although previous studies have provided valuable insights into multilingual communication in Nigeria,
much of the literature has concentrated on describing patterns of language use and the social functions of
different language varieties. Comparatively less attention has been paid to how speakers organise
language choice as interaction unfolds in naturally occurring conversations. Examining language choice
from an interactional perspective therefore offers a deeper understanding of how multilingual speakers
accomplish social and institutional activities in everyday communication.

2.2 Language Choice and Code-Switching in Higher Education

Language choice and code-switching are common features of interaction in multilingual educational
settings. In contexts where speakers have access to more than one language or language variety, they
often select linguistic resources according to the demands of the interaction rather than adhering to a
single language throughout a conversation. Consequently, multilingual speakers use language choice to
facilitate communication, express identity, establish solidarity and accomplish institutional tasks
(Gumperz, 1982; Myers-Scotton, 1993).

Within Nigerian higher education, English remains the official language of teaching, learning and
administration. However, everyday interactions among students, lecturers and administrative staff
frequently involve Nigerian Pidgin and indigenous languages, particularly in informal settings. These
linguistic resources enable participants to simplify explanations, reduce social distance, strengthen
interpersonal relationships and create a relaxed communicative atmosphere. Language choice therefore
reflects not only institutional expectations but also the social relationships that participants negotiate
during interaction (Akande & Salami, 2010).

Recent scholarship has increasingly viewed multilingual communication as a flexible interactional
practice rather than the simple alternation of separate languages. From this perspective, multilingual
speakers draw on their available linguistic resources to achieve specific communicative goals as
conversations unfold (Li Wei, 2018). This view shifts attention from identifying instances of code-
switching to understanding how speakers use different linguistic resources to accomplish social actions in
context.

Despite the growing body of research on multilingual communication in Nigerian universities, relatively
few studies have examined language choice using naturally occurring interactional data from polytechnic
environments. Much of the existing literature relies on questionnaires, interviews or sociolinguistic
surveys that describe language preferences and attitudes. While these studies have made valuable
contributions, they provide limited insight into how language choice is organised moment by moment
during actual interaction. The present study addresses this gap by examining naturally occurring
conversations among students, lecturers and administrative staff within a Nigerian multilingual
polytechnic.

2.3 Conversation Analysis and the Study of Multilingual Interaction

Conversation Analysis (CA) has become one of the most influential approaches to the study of naturally
occurring interaction. Rather than examining language as an abstract system, it investigates how
participants organise social actions through talk. By focusing on the sequential organisation of interaction,
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CA enables researchers to examine how speakers produce, interpret and respond to one another's
utterances in everyday communication (Schegloff, 2007; Sidnell, 2010).

Studies adopting a conversation analytic perspective have shown that multilingual speakers make
language choices in response to the immediate demands of interaction. Speakers may alternate between
English, Nigerian Pidgin and indigenous languages when initiating topics, responding to questions,
clarifying meaning or resolving communication problems. From this perspective, language choice is
understood as an interactional resource that contributes to the accomplishment of social and institutional
activities rather than merely a shift between linguistic codes (Auer, 1998; Gafaranga, 2007).

Conversation Analysis has been applied to institutional settings such as classrooms, workplaces and
healthcare interactions, where it has provided valuable insights into participation, turn-taking, sequence
organisation and repair. These studies demonstrate that language choice is closely connected to the
organisation of interaction and cannot be fully understood without examining how participants use
linguistic resources as conversations develop (Seedhouse, 2004; Schegloft, 2007).

Although Conversation Analysis has been widely used to investigate multilingual interaction in different
contexts, relatively little attention has been given to language choice in naturally occurring interactions
within Nigerian polytechnics. This study extends existing research by applying Conversation Analysis to
interactions among students, lecturers and administrative staff at the Federal Polytechnic of Oil and Gas,
Bonny. By focusing on authentic institutional and informal interactions, it provides an interactional
account of how multilingual speakers organise language choice in everyday academic life.

3.0 METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a qualitative research design to investigate language choice in naturally occurring
interactions at the Federal Polytechnic of Oil and Gas, Bonny, Rivers State, Nigeria. The study drew on
audio-recorded conversations involving students, lecturers and administrative staff across classroom,
administrative and informal settings within the institution. Participants were purposively selected because
they regularly engaged in multilingual interactions. Prior to data collection, participants were informed
about the purpose of the study, and their informed consent was obtained.

The recorded conversations were transcribed orthographically, with attention to interactional features
relevant to the analysis, including pauses, overlaps and language alternation. Where necessary, utterances
in indigenous languages were translated into English while preserving their interactional meaning.

The data were analysed using Conversation Analysis. The recordings were examined repeatedly to
identify episodes in which participants' language choices were interactionally significant. Particular
attention was paid to language choice during turn-taking, code-switching and repair sequences in order to
understand how speakers used English, Nigerian Pidgin and indigenous languages to accomplish both
institutional and interpersonal activities.

4.0 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis revealed that language choice in the Federal Polytechnic of Oil and Gas, Bonny, is an
interactional practice through which participants organise social and institutional activities. Rather than
selecting languages randomly, speakers draw on English, Nigerian Pidgin and indigenous languages
according to the immediate demands of interaction. The findings are discussed under three themes
corresponding to the objectives of the study: language choice during turn-taking, code-switching as an
interactional resource, and language choice during repair sequences

4.1 Language Choice during Turn-Taking

The organisation of turn-taking provides an important context for understanding language choice in
multilingual interaction. Conversation Analysis views turn-taking as a sequential process in which
participants coordinate their contributions while responding to the evolving demands of the interaction
(Sacks et al., 1974; Sidnell, 2010). Within multilingual settings, speakers may also select different
linguistic resources as conversations progress, demonstrating that language choice is closely tied to the

37



Nelson et al. .......Int. J. Inn. Lit., Lang. & Arts Studies 14(3):34-41, 2026

social actions participants accomplish rather than to fixed language preferences (Auer, 1998; Li Wei,
2018).

Excerpt 1

: Hey! We've been looking for you all day. Where have you been?
Yeah, tell us where you have been all day.

I am coming from BVC. I went for... you know...

Hmm!

Must I say everything?

Will you be coming for that fellowship this evening?

No. I am too tired. Pray for two.

(To C) What do you think?

E don go do bad thing. Na im make he no wan go fellowship.

Na una sabi. (Walks away as the others laugh.)

WANAOUOWP>PWNWN >

The interaction opens in English as Speakers A and C seek information about B's whereabouts. English is
maintained during the initial question-answer sequence as participants orient to the task of requesting and
providing information. However, when the activity shifts from information exchange to playful
evaluation, Speaker C's switch to Nigerian Pidgin marks a change in the interactional frame.

Speaker B's response, ‘Na una sabi’, also occurs in Nigerian Pidgin, indicating alignment with the
humorous frame established by Speaker C. Rather than signalling misunderstanding or disagreement, the
shift to Pidgin reinforces familiarity and shared group membership. This finding supports Auer's (1998)
argument that language alternation is organised within the unfolding interaction and reflects locally
meaningful social actions. It also aligns with Li Wei's (2018) view that multilingual speakers draw
flexibly on their linguistic resources to achieve communicative goals as interaction develops.

From a conversation analytic perspective, the language shift occurs at a point where the interaction moves
from institutional information exchange to peer-oriented humour. The transition is smoothly
accomplished without disrupting turn-taking, illustrating how participants use language choice to
negotiate interpersonal relationships while maintaining the sequential organisation of the conversation
(Sidnell, 2010).

4.2 Code-Switching as an Interactional Resource

The analysis shows that participants employed code-switching as an interactional resource for
accomplishing different communicative activities. Rather than occurring randomly, switches between
English, Nigerian Pidgin and indigenous languages were closely tied to the unfolding interaction.
Consistent with Conversation Analysis, the switches reflected participants' orientation to the immediate
demands of the conversation and the social actions they sought to accomplish (Auer, 1998; Gafaranga,
2007; Li Wei, 2018).

Excerpt 2

A: Guys, wetin happen for meeting today?

B: Ah, dem discuss say we go need submit our results on time.

C: 00, ka anyi kwuo ka ¢ na-eme? (Oh, what are we going to do about
it?)

D: I think we should just focus on finishing our tasks, abeg.

A: But B, did they mention anything about the deadline?

B: Yeah, dem say we get two weeks to submit am.

C: Ekwu ekwu, anyi ga-eme ka o di mma. (Okay, we will do our best.)

D: Make una no forget say we get meeting on Friday.

A: Of course, I go dey there.

38



Nelson et al. .......Int. J. Inn. Lit., Lang. & Arts Studies 14(3):34-41, 2026

The interaction illustrates how participants move flexibly between English, Nigerian Pidgin and an
indigenous language without interrupting the flow of conversation. Nigerian Pidgin serves as the
dominant medium of interaction, while English is introduced when participants seek clarification or
provide information that relates directly to institutional matters. The brief use of an indigenous language
reflects a moment of shared identity between participants without disrupting the progress of the
interaction.

Rather than signalling a communication problem, the switches enable participants to accomplish different
social actions within the same sequence. English indexes the institutional nature of the discussion,
whereas Nigerian Pidgin creates an informal and collaborative atmosphere among colleagues. The
indigenous language is used momentarily to reinforce interpersonal affiliation before the interaction
returns to the shared linguistic repertoire of the group. This pattern supports Auer's (1998) argument that
language alternation is locally organised and interactionally meaningful. It also aligns with Gafaranga's
(2007) observation that multilingual speakers orient to language choice as part of the ongoing
organisation of conversation rather than as isolated linguistic events. In this interaction, the significance
of code-switching lies not only in the choice of a particular language but in the timing and placement of
the switch within the conversational sequence.

The findings further suggest that participants select linguistic resources according to the communicative
demands of the moment rather than maintaining a single language throughout the interaction. Similar
observations have been reported in multilingual interaction studies, where speakers draw on their full
linguistic repertoire to negotiate institutional and interpersonal relationships as conversations unfold (Li
Wei, 2018; Mortensen, 2017). In the present study, code-switching therefore functions not merely as an
alternation between languages but as an interactional resource that facilitates understanding, strengthens
social relationships and supports the accomplishment of institutional activities.

4.3 Language Choice during Repair Sequences

Repair is a central mechanism through which participants manage problems of speaking, hearing and
understanding during interaction. Conversation Analytic studies have shown that repair is not merely a
correction of linguistic errors but an interactional practice through which participants maintain mutual
understanding and sustain the progress of talk (Schegloff et al., 1977; Schegloff, 2007). In multilingual
settings, repair may also involve adjustments in language choice as speakers seek to clarify meanings and
ensure successful communication (Gafaranga, 2007; Li Wei, 2018).

Excerpt 3

STUDENT (A): Good morning, Ma.

LECTURER (B): Good morning. How are you?

I'm fine, thank you.

Can I help you?

Yes, Ma.

What can I do for you?

Ma... (pause)

Yes. Go on, I don't have all time... day. I don't have all day.
Ma, it is about the exam you gave last week.

Exam?

No, Ma, the test.

What about it?

I was not in school last week, so I missed the test you gave.

Why were you not in school?

The extract shows how repair enables participants to resolve uncertainty and maintain the direction of the
interaction. The lecturer initiates self-repair when she reformulates "I don't have all time" as "I don't have
all day.” This repair allows her to complete the intended meaning while maintaining control of the

WPPW>PWP>PW>W>W>
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interaction. According to Schegloff et al. (1977), self-repair is a preferred practice because it enables
speakers to resolve problems within their own turns.

A further repair sequence occurs when the lecturer responds to the student's reference to "the exam"” with
"Exam?". This other-initiated repair signals that the lecturer requires clarification. The student's
subsequent correction, "No, Ma, the test," resolves the ambiguity and allows the conversation to continue.
In this institutional setting, the repair sequence reflects the participants' different knowledge positions,
with the lecturer guiding the student towards a more precise formulation of the issue.

Although the extract is largely conducted in English, the interaction demonstrates that language choice is
also relevant to repair practices because participants select linguistic forms that support clarity and shared
understanding. In multilingual academic environments, participants may draw on different linguistic
resources when a communication problem occurs, depending on their relationship, the context and the
need to maintain the interaction. This supports Gafaranga's (2007) observation that multilingual speakers
organise their linguistic choices as part of the ongoing management of talk.

Although the repair sequence occurs primarily in English, it demonstrates that language choice in
multilingual settings involves more than switching between different languages. It also includes
participants' moment-by-moment decisions about how to formulate, reformulate and clarify meanings in
ways that sustain interaction.

The analysis therefore suggests that language choice in this setting is not limited to switching between
languages for social purposes. It also functions as a resource for managing understanding, resolving
interactional difficulties and sustaining communication. Through repair practices, participants
demonstrate their ability to adapt linguistic resources to the immediate requirements of interaction.

5.0 CONCLUSION

This study examined language choice in a Nigerian multilingual polytechnic, focusing on how students,
lecturers and administrative staff deploy English, Nigerian Pidgin and indigenous languages during
naturally occurring interactions. Using Conversation Analysis, the study has shown that language choice
is not simply a reflection of speakers' linguistic backgrounds or preferences but an interactional resource
through which participants accomplish social and institutional activities.

The findings demonstrate that participants make language choices according to the immediate demands of
interaction. English remains central in academic and institutional exchanges, while Nigerian Pidgin and
indigenous languages are used to establish familiarity, express solidarity, negotiate relationships and
manage communication. The analysis of turn-taking, code-switching and repair sequences further reveals
that multilingual speakers strategically draw on available linguistic resources to maintain interaction and
achieve shared understanding.

By focusing on naturally occurring conversations within a Nigerian polytechnic, this study contributes to
research on multilingual communication in African educational contexts. While previous studies have
provided valuable insights into language attitudes, language use and code-switching patterns, this study
highlights the importance of examining how language choices are organised during actual interaction. The
findings demonstrate the value of Conversation Analysis for understanding multilingual practices as they
unfold in everyday academic environments.

Although the study is limited to one institutional setting, it provides a basis for further investigation of
language choice across different educational contexts in Nigeria and other multilingual African societies.
Future studies may examine how digital communication, online learning environments and other
institutional settings shape the ways multilingual speakers select and negotiate linguistic resources.
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