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Absract: The teaching of speaking skills in second language acquisition has evolved 

from a focus on grammatical accuracy to an emphasis on meaningful communication. 

This shift reflects the theoretical distinction between linguistic competence and 

communicative competence. Linguistic competence, as defined by Noam Chomsky, 

refers to the mastery of the grammatical system of a language, including syntax, 

morphology, phonology, and semantics. In contrast, communicative competence, 

introduced by Dell Hymes and developed by Canale and Swain, incorporates the ability 

to use language appropriately in various social and cultural contexts. This paper explores 

the differences between these two types of competence and how they shape pedagogical 

approaches to teaching speaking skills. It argues for an integrated model that balances 

grammatical accuracy with pragmatic fluency, providing learners with both the structural 

foundation and the communicative strategies necessary for effective spoken interaction. 
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The acquisition of speaking skills is one of the most critical components in 

learning a foreign or second language. For decades, language instruction was heavily 

influenced by structural linguistics, where the primary goal was to develop learners' 

grammatical accuracy. However, over time, researchers and educators realized that 

grammatical knowledge alone does not equate to effective communication. The 

distinction between linguistic competence and communicative competence emerged to 

highlight this gap. 

This paper aims to differentiate between the two types of competence and analyze their 

roles in the development of speaking skills. It also examines how each competence 

influences teaching methodologies and suggests best practices for integrating them into 

the classroom. 

Linguistic Competence: Focus on Form 

Linguistic competence refers to a speaker's knowledge of the rules that govern a 

language’s structure. Coined by Chomsky (1965), it includes phonological (sound 

patterns), morphological (word formation), syntactic (sentence structure), and semantic 

(meaning) systems. In practical terms, it allows a speaker to produce grammatically 

correct and coherent sentences. 

In speaking instruction, emphasis on linguistic competence often involves: 

• Grammar drills and rule memorization 

• Pronunciation exercises 

• Vocabulary development 

• Sentence construction practice 

While this approach can help learners produce error-free utterances, it often fails to 

prepare them for spontaneous, real-time interaction. 

Communicative Competence: Focus on Use 

Dell Hymes (1972) introduced communicative competence as a broader concept 

that encompasses not only the formal knowledge of language but also its functional use 

in social contexts. Canale and Swain (1980) further categorized it into four components: 

• Grammatical competence: similar to Chomsky’s concept 

• Sociolinguistic competence: ability to understand social norms and context 
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• Discourse competence: ability to produce and interpret cohesive and coherent 

texts 

• Strategic competence: ability to compensate for breakdowns in communication 

Communicative competence promotes the use of: 

• Role-plays and simulations 

• Group discussions 

• Real-life communication scenarios 

• Functional language use (e.g., making requests, giving advice) 

This competence emphasizes fluency, appropriateness, and meaning rather than just form. 

 

Comparative Analysis in Teaching Speaking 

     

 Pedagogical Focus 

 

Feature                 Linguistic Competence              Communicative Competence 

Focus             Grammar, pronunciation, vocabulary        Meaning, context, interaction 

Goal                                  Accuracy                                 Fluency and appropriateness 

Method                       Repetition, drills                         Role-play, task-based activities 

Feedback                Form-based correction                        Negotiation of meaning 

 Classroom Implications 

• A classroom focused solely on linguistic competence may produce students who 

are grammatically accurate but hesitant or awkward in conversation. 

• A classroom focused solely on communicative competence may foster fluent 

speakers who make persistent grammar errors. 

Hence, a hybrid approach that incorporates both is essential. 

Integrating Both Competences in Speaking Instruction 

To create effective speaking instruction, educators must design lessons that integrate both 

types of competence. Some practical strategies include: 

• Contextualized grammar teaching: Teach grammar points within communicative 

activities. 

• Task-based learning: Focus on completing meaningful tasks where language use 

is necessary. 

• Interactive techniques: Use pair and group work to practice language in real-

time. 
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• Balanced assessment: Evaluate both accuracy (grammar) and fluency 

(interaction and appropriateness). 

• Use of authentic materials: Films, podcasts, dialogues, and interviews expose 

learners to real-world language use. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the distinction between linguistic competence and communicative 

competence is not merely theoretical but has profound implications for language 

pedagogy, particularly in the teaching of speaking skills. Linguistic competence provides 

the structural foundation for language, enabling learners to construct grammatically 

correct sentences and understand the rules of language. However, this competence alone 

is insufficient for successful communication, especially in real-world contexts where 

meaning, intent, and social norms play vital roles. Communicative competence 

encompasses a broader set of skills that allow learners to use language functionally — to 

request, apologize, persuade, agree, disagree, and more — all while adapting to the 

situation, audience, and cultural expectations. The classroom that focuses solely on 

linguistic competence may produce students who can pass grammar tests but cannot hold 

a conversation. Conversely, an overemphasis on communicative activities without 

attention to grammatical accuracy may result in fluent but error-prone speakers. 

The optimal approach lies in integrating both competencies within the speaking 

curriculum. Teachers should aim to build students’ grammatical knowledge while 

providing ample opportunities for authentic, context-rich communication. Strategies such 

as task-based learning, information-gap activities, and role-plays that include target 

grammar structures are effective for this purpose. Feedback mechanisms should also 

balance correction of grammatical errors and guidance on pragmatic language use. 

Ultimately, the goal of speaking instruction is to develop speakers who are not only 

correct but also confident, clear, culturally aware, and socially appropriate in their 

communication. Therefore, fostering both linguistic and communicative competence is 

essential for producing effective and versatile language users.  
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