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Abstract  

The purpose of this paper is to develop a general understanding of sociolinguistic 

competence in the pedagogical field. The discussion starts with an examination of 

communicative competence, which highlights some key components of 

communicative competence, as well as theoretical debates from experts. 

Following the discussion, there is an overview of sociolinguistic competence. 

Some linguists have developed a detailed explanation in this section, as well as 

the critical importance of distinguishing characteristic distinctions from other 

competences. The final section discusses how sociolinguistic competence can be 

applied in language pedagogy, such as academic writing and the roles of 

functional language in classroom discourses. 
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Introduction 

For decades, some applied linguists have focused on the study of 

sociolinguistic competence. The term "sociolinguistic competence" refers to three 

frameworks for analyzing communicative competence: Hymes' (1972), Canale 

and Swain's (1980), and Bachman's (1990). One of the most powerful lines of 

attack on Chomsky's competence-performance concept is Hymes' (1972) concept 

of communicative competence. According to Hymes, acquiring language 

competence entails more than just linguistic form (grammatically correct 

sentences), but also awareness of language use in various contexts, such as 

knowing when and where to use the sentences. According to Hymes, rather than 

simply rejecting Chomsky's concept, he attempts to develop and redefine it within 

his framework of communicative competence. He argues that equating children's 

knowledge of a language with linguistic competence ignores issues such as 

appropriacy. In this sense, Hymes contends that children acquire knowledge not 

only as grammatical but also as appropriate. It means that children learn when to 

speak and when not to speak, as well as what to talk about with whom, when, 

where, and how (Hymes, 1972). In response to Chomsky's theory, Hymes divides 

competence into two types: linguistic and communicative competences. Linguistic 

competence is concerned with the creation and comprehension of grammatically 

correct sentences. Conversely, communicative competence is concerned with the 
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appropriateness and acceptability of what a person says in a given situation. This 

idea has been so prevalent that Dell Hymes is regarded as one of the forefathers of 

sociolinguistic theory (Weidemann, 1988). 

Hymes, according to Dittmar (1976), was the first linguist to coin the term 

"communicative competence" with his demand for qualitative extensions of 

linguistic theory that included aspects of functional communication. Furthermore, 

rhymes incorporate the social context dimension (Matola, 1993). This idea then 

supports the emphasis on communicative competence, which is primarily paid to 

native speakers' ability to produce and understand context-based sentences as well 

as communicate effectively in socially diverse settings. In other words, 

communicative competence cannot be excluded from environmental situations 

such as speaker-hearer relationships. 

Canale and Swain created a comprehensive theoretical framework of 

communicative competence (1980). Their communicative competence is 

comprised of three major components. First, grammatical competence is 

concerned with mastery of language code, specifically phonetic, phonological, 

morphological, syntax, semantics, and orthographic rules (Furkó & Mónos, 2013). 

It focuses on learners' abilities to construct sentences or utterances based on 

appropriate rules. Second, sociolinguistic competence is concerned with two sets 

of rules: socio-cultural rules and discourse rules. This ability is required for 

interpreting utterances for social meaning within a specific sociocultural context, 

depending on contextual factors such as topics, participant roles, settings, and 

interaction norms. It could be argued that someone who lacks this competency 

will find it difficult to interact with others (Fikron, 2018). Third, strategic 

competence is concerned with both verbal and nonverbal communication. This 

strategy may be used to compensate for communication breakdowns caused by 

insufficient competence. It includes paraphrasing unfamiliar grammatical forms 

and addressing strangers when they are unsure of their social status. Furthermore, 

this competence appears to aid in communication issues and difficulties. In 

essence, it appears that solving problems within the interaction is not possible 

unless grammatical and sociolinguistic competence is applied (Schmitt & 

Rodgers, 2020). 

Bachman and Palmer propose a constructive approach to communicative 

competence (1996). They refer to communicative competence as "communicative 

language ability." According to their definition, communicative language ability 

focuses on two broad areas: language knowledge and strategic competence. 

Organizational and pragmatic knowledge are the two main integrative 

components of language knowledge. Knowledge of organizational units 

corresponds to knowledge of linguistic units and the rules for connecting them at 

the sentence and text levels. Pragmatics knowledge is divided into two categories: 

illocutionary competencies and sociolinguistic competencies. Illocutionary 

competence is the understanding of communication and how to carry it out. In 

addition, sociolinguistic competence includes the ability to use language 

appropriately in a given social context. 

Bachman and Palmer's (1996) model places a premium on strategic 

competence, in contrast to Canale and Swain's (1980) emphasis on sociolinguistic 

competence. They define it as a set of metacognitive components or strategies that 

can be viewed as higher-order executive processes that provide cognitive 
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management in language use. Canale and Swain's (1980) framework is relatively 

simple and accessible in comparison to Bachman and Palmer's (1996) model. As a 

result, in many places today's ESL/EFL classes, this simplicity serves as a central 

reference (Furkó & Mónos, 2013). In contrast, Bachman and Palmer's (1996) 

model places communication skills in the context of language tests rather than 

instructions. 

Celce-Murcia and Thurrell developed another concept of communicative 

competence after being dissatisfied with both Bachman and Palmer's (1996) and 

Canale & Swain's (1980). (1995). They argue that because communicative 

competence is essentially theoretical, it cannot be used as the foundation of a 

communicative language teaching syllabus. In doing so, emphasis has been placed 

on discourse competence as a key component. This component interacts with 

other critical elements such as lexico-grammatical building blocks (linguistic 

competence), actional organizing skills of communicative intent (actional 

competence), and sociocultural context (sociocultural competence) to shape the 

discourse, which in turn shapes the other three elements. 

Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei, and Thurrel's (1995) model proposes five major 

components that are conceptually similar to Bachman and Palmer's (1996) 

framework. Discourse, linguistic, actional, sociocultural, and strategic 

competences are among them. Discourse competence is concerned with the 

selection, sequencing, and arrangement of words, structures, sentences, and 

utterances in order to produce a coherent spoken or written text. Linguistic 

competence refers to the fundamental elements of communication, such as 

sentence patterns and types, constituent structures, morphological inflection, and 

lexical resources, as well as the phonological and orthographic systems required 

for communication. Action Competence is concerned with a speaker's 

understanding of how to express messages appropriately within the larger social 

and cultural contexts of communication, in accordance with pragmatic factors 

relating to variation in language use. Strategically competent people have a set of 

skills that help them negotiate messages and solve problems, or they can 

compensate for flaws in their other skills. 

The viewpoint of Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei, and Thurrel (1995) has become a 

standard in applied linguistics research and language teaching in general. This 

concept is useful in that it emphasizes the dynamic and interconnected nature of 

communicative competence. Aside from its applicability, it is also chosen as an 

underlying theoretical framework for current research projects, particularly those 

focusing on pedagogical aspects. 

 

Sociolinguistic competence 

Sociolinguistics is defined broadly as the study of language in society. 

According to Trudgill (1983), sociolinguistics has a close relationship with the 

social sciences. Sociolinguistics, according to Coupland and Jaworski (1997), 

focuses on languages as social and cultural phenomena, such as societies, social 

groups, speech communication, language dialect varieties, and styles. 

Sociolinguistics, in particular, investigates linguistic indicators of culture and 

power (Llamas, 2007). Furthermore, the study emphasizes not only language but 

also the social force of language events around the world. It covers grammar, 

vocabulary, corpus linguistics, discourse analysis, pragmatics, and phonology, as 
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well as the impact of ethnicity, gender, ideology, and social rank on language 

events (Purba, 2016). The primary goal of sociolinguistics research is scientific 

objectivity, which includes the social complexity of language in the real world. 

This means that this branch of linguistics tries to connect language in three 

different ways (Stern, 1983). First, it investigates general theoretical linguistics in 

the context of a study of language in society. Second, sociolinguistics refers to the 

concept of linguistic competencies of native speakers within the context of 

communicative competence. Third, sociolinguistics places a premium on the 

study of speech communities. 

In the preceding statements, the concept of sociolinguistics as communicative 

competence appears to include a component of language proficiency (Newell, 

Caccamise, Boardman, & Holcomb, 1983). Language proficiency invariably 

implies the processing of linguistic elements as well as social and cultural 

knowledge. This means that when we communicate with a particular community, 

we must be aware of some sociolinguistic rules and social factors that may 

influence communication. This knowledge is essential for appropriately 

supporting our language use in the community. Sociolinguistic competence is the 

understanding of people's ability to use language appropriately (Janet Holmes, 

2008). According to Canal (1983), sociolinguistic competence is influenced by 

contextual and socio-cultural factors. Setting, participants, goals and outcomes, 

forms and contents, manners and spirits, norms of interaction and interpretation, 

and genres are all examples of these characteristics (Saville-Troike, 1982). The 

time and location of the event, as well as the physical circumstances, are referred 

to as the setting. Participants range in age, gender, ethnicity, social status, and 

relationship status. The purposes of interaction are addressed by goal and 

outcome. Form and content in speech include options such as oral versus written 

forms. Manner and spirit highlight which speech act is performed. Interaction and 

interpretation norms refer to specific speaking behaviors as well as common 

knowledge or shared understandings. Genre refers to different types of events, 

such as a conversation, a lecture, a greeting, and so on. 

Sociolinguistic competence can be found in a variety of contexts, including 

multilingual, monolingual, and migrant communities (Soler & Jordà, 2008). 

People in multilingual communities may use codes and language styles from a 

distinct language within their own language. Children in these communities, for 

example, tend to learn their first language while also continuing to learn another 

language for purposes such as education and communication in a broader range of 

contexts. It is worth noting that children appear to gradually develop and learn 

linguistic codes and varieties based on domains in their speech communities. 

Acquiring sociolinguistic competence in a monolingual community is concerned 

with learning to use the community language in a way that signals one's 

membership in various overlapping social groups and enacts a variety of social 

identities (Holmes, 2008). It has been demonstrated that linguistic features can 

appear in monolingual speech. Pronunciations, vocabulary, and grammar are all 

part of the feature. Another example of sociolinguistic competence can be found 

in immigrant generations who change their language while developing a broader 

range of context. When children move to a new community and only have a small 

domain, such as their family, they lose their heritage language. As a result, 
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acquiring sociolinguistic competence in this context appears to be recognized as a 

part of being a community member (Stone, 2002). 

One important aspect of sociolinguistic competence is appropriateness. 

According to Canal (1983), there are two types of appropriateness: meaning and 

form categories. Appropriateness of meaning is concerned with the extent to 

which specific communicative functions, such as apologizing, commanding, 

refusing, attitudes (including politeness and formality), and ideas are deemed 

appropriate in a given context. Appropriateness of forms, on the other hand, refers 

to how well a given meaning fits into a given form. It consists of communicative 

functions, attitudes, and ideas. This is true in both verbal and nonverbal forms, as 

well as within a specific sociolinguistic context. 

Developing sociolinguistic competence entails learning how to use language 

for various functions, such as getting things done in various contexts. In this 

sense, the ability to use language effectively and politely is regarded as crucial. 

When people from different communities come together, they appear to apply 

their own set of rules. According to Holmes (2008), this situation creates some 

challenges and even problems for them. As a result, embarrassment or 

misunderstandings are unavoidable. For example, how do we know when to 

respond to complex meanings expressed through indirect speech, such as "I am a 

little tired," with a direct question, such as "Do you want to come to a music 

concert?" How do we know when and how many small talkers to use at work, as 

well as what topics are appropriate? Thus, the concept of sociolinguistic 

competence sensitizes a broader range than linguistic structures. Constructing 

gender and identity, on the other hand, is allegedly considered part of 

sociolinguistic competence (Holmes & Meyerhoff, 2003). Recognizing the 

distinctive features of women's and men's interaction in a community, according 

to this viewpoint, has been one of the characteristics of sociolinguistic 

competence. 

 

Sociolinguistic Competence in Pedagogical Applications 

The use of sociolinguistic competence can be divided into two major 

categories: written and spoken forms. This competence is frequently applied in 

written forms of scientific writing. Conversely, Communicative Language 

Teaching (CLT) in the classroom has focused on spoken forms, including how 

sociolinguistic competence is acquired. 

 

Written forms 

"Writing is an activity that involves the expansion of ideas." Writing, 

according to Hyland (2008), is an important aspect of social realities, institutions, 

and personal identities. It pervades all aspects of life, including professional and 

academic sciences. Writing in the academic sciences is synonymous with 

academic writing. This is regarded as an active, tumultuous engagement with the 

facts and principles of disciplines (Rose, 1985). Furthermore, Kaur and Singh 

(2015) contend that academic writing appears to present difficulties and 

challenges when it comes to organizing ideas, defending claims, and addressing 

readers. Some academic writers use technical vocabulary to distinguish 

themselves from other writers. Some people, on the other hand, may struggle to 

understand the meaning of a register related to a specific discipline, such as 
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health, nutrition, energy, communication, biology, sociology, and restricted fields 

such as robotics, radiology, physics, and so on. It is clear that English is the 

language of choice for writing publications in those fields, and people who use 

English as a first or second language may face some difficulties in finding the 

meanings. In this regard, sociolinguistic competence may aid them in 

comprehending the context's technical vocabulary (Matola, 1993). 

According to Nida's (1992) comparison of language and anthropologist 

journals, authors impose several technical requirements on their writing, such as 

difficulties in vocabulary, attributive phrases, series of prepositional phrases, 

highly generic expressions, adverbial redundancy, parenthetical expressions, and 

sentence length, in which readers must understand the meaning based on 

sociolinguistic competence. Nida then examines those technical vocabularies 

using features such as right-hand versus left-hand extension. A right-hand 

extension of a related series of words or phrases, such as in a key dimension of the 

human mind in its natural habits, in the middle of social life, for example, appears 

to be easier to understand the meaning than a left-hand extension, such as in 

culturally orchestrated experimental schemata. Other aspects of acquiring 

sociolinguistic competence in the study include the use of footnotes, summaries, 

appendices, and mathematical formulas. These characteristics indicate that authors 

attempt to develop specialized and professional dialects through technical 

language and content, which for some journal editors can improve the 

publication's reputation. Nida (1992) stated that specialization in technical 

languages can make people feel superior to others. 

 

Spoken forms 

The rise of sociolinguistics has influenced a shift in language learning interest 

from linguistic competence to communicative competence (Savignon, 2017). As a 

result, this shift has resulted in a new situation in which learners who learn a new 

language must acquire a new vocabulary as well as a new set of phonological and 

syntactic rules, as well as speaking rules. Thus, the growth of sociolinguistic 

interest has made a significant contribution to the teaching of second language 

(L2) (Yu, 2005). As the desired goal of language teaching, this teaching 

emphasizes communicative competence (Matola, 1993). 

L2 teachers have focused on the development of language learning through 

Communicative Language Teaching. This means that this method is solely 

intended to engage students in pragmatics, or the functional, authentic use of the 

target language for meaning purposes (Wolfson, 1989). As a result, students may 

achieve greater fluency and communicative confidence in the L2 (Lightbown and 

Spada, 1990). As previously explained in relation to sociolinguistic competence 

and cultural contexts, L2 learners must acquire this competence in order to 

integrate their studies. According to Yu (2005), sociolinguistic competence assists 

L2 learners in becoming successful in causing offense or misunderstanding in 

cross-cultural understandings. Furthermore, acquiring this competence may result 

in less negative first language (L1) transfer as a result of a large divergence 

between L1 and L2 sociocultural norms. 

Some foreign language courses have included instructions on sociolinguistic 

competence for non-native speakers in order to avoid embarrassment and 

misunderstandings in cross-cultural communications (Kasper and Blum-Kulka, 
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1993). However, incorporating sociolinguistic competence into a pedagogical 

curriculum may be more difficult than it appears. It appears that teaching 

sociocultural rules to L2 learners will be a difficult task. Yu (2005) found that the 

instructor paid little attention to teaching sociolinguistic competence in four 

intermediate-level college freshman English classes in Taipei, Taiwan. After a 

four-month session of class meetings, the students show no significant 

improvement in acquiring sociolinguistic competence. The study found that, 

despite the fact that culture teaching has been advocated for many years by 

foreign language experts, it is still insignificant and sporadic in most L2 

classrooms. 

 

Conclusion 

The concepts of sociolinguistic competence and communicative competence 

are inextricably linked. Linguists add a functional language to linguistic 

competence as a result of the development of theoretical frameworks relating to 

linguistic or grammatical competence. Language learning, according to this 

viewpoint, is not only the process by which learners successfully acquire a new 

language with standard grammar, but also understand meanings and use the 

language appropriately and effectively. As a result, the concept of sociolinguistic 

competence is proposed. The implementation of sociolinguistic competence is 

reflected in written and spoken forms, both of which have made a significant 

contribution. Some aspects of understanding technical vocabularies are dependent 

on contextual interpretation. Sociolinguistic competence in spoken forms, on the 

other hand, enables functional communication. It tries to emphasize that foreign 

language courses can be used to impose sociolinguistic competence. As a result, 

individuals learning a new language may benefit from this competence in order to 

avoid offense or misunderstanding in cross-cultural communication. It is worth 

noting that the incorporation of sociolinguistic competence into language 

pedagogy has ushered in a new era of Communicative Language Teaching, 

particularly for L2 teachers. 
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