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Linguistic competence refers to an individual's innate knowledge of a language, including grammar rules, vocabulary, and syntax. It is the underlying ability to understand and produce language. On the other hand, linguistic performance refers to the actual use of language in real-life situations, which can be influenced by factors such as memory,
attention, and social context. While linguistic competence is more theoretical and abstract, linguistic performance is practical and observable. Both are important aspects of language proficiency and work together to determine a person's overall language ability. Linguistic competence and linguistic performance are two key concepts in the field of
linguistics that help us understand how language works. While they are closely related, they refer to different aspects of language use. In this article, we will explore the attributes of linguistic competence and linguistic performance, highlighting their differences and similarities.Linguistic CompetenceLinguistic competence refers to the speaker's
implicit knowledge of the rules and structures of a language. It encompasses the ability to understand and produce grammatically correct sentences, as well as to recognize and interpret the meaning of words and phrases. Linguistic competence is often seen as the idealized version of language proficiency, representing the speaker's underlying
knowledge of the language system.One of the key features of linguistic competence is its universality across speakers of a language. Regardless of individual differences in dialect, accent, or speech patterns, linguistic competence is assumed to be shared by all native speakers of a language. This shared knowledge allows speakers to communicate
effectively and understand each other's utterances.Linguistic competence is also considered to be relatively stable and resistant to change over time. Once acquired, it forms the basis for language use and development, providing a framework for speakers to build upon as they learn new words, structures, and meanings. This underlying competence is
what enables speakers to generate an infinite number of grammatically correct sentences in their language.However, linguistic competence is not always directly observable in language use. It is a theoretical construct that is inferred from speakers' performance in specific linguistic tasks. While linguistic competence guides language production and
comprehension, it is not always reflected in speakers' actual use of language, which can be influenced by various factors such as context, social norms, and individual preferences.In summary, linguistic competence represents the speaker's implicit knowledge of the rules and structures of a language, which enables them to understand and produce
grammatically correct sentences. It is universal, stable, and foundational to language use, but may not always be directly observable in speakers' performance.Linguistic PerformanceLinguistic performance, on the other hand, refers to the actual use of language in specific contexts and situations. It encompasses the speaker's ability to produce and
comprehend language in real-time communication, taking into account factors such as speed, fluency, and accuracy. Linguistic performance is the observable manifestation of linguistic competence, reflecting how speakers apply their knowledge of the language system in practice.One of the key features of linguistic performance is its variability
across speakers and situations. Unlike linguistic competence, which is assumed to be shared by all speakers of a language, linguistic performance can vary depending on factors such as age, education, social background, and communicative goals. This variability is evident in speakers' use of different registers, styles, and dialects in different
contexts.Linguistic performance is also dynamic and context-dependent, adapting to the communicative needs and constraints of a given situation. Speakers may modify their language use based on factors such as the interlocutor's level of proficiency, the formality of the setting, or the topic of conversation. This flexibility allows speakers to navigate
the complexities of real-world communication and adjust their linguistic behavior accordingly.While linguistic performance is influenced by linguistic competence, it is not always a perfect reflection of it. Speakers may make errors, hesitations, or other deviations from the norms of the language system in their performance, even if they possess the
underlying knowledge to produce grammatically correct sentences. These performance errors are a natural part of language use and do not necessarily indicate a lack of linguistic competence.In summary, linguistic performance represents the actual use of language in specific contexts and situations, reflecting how speakers apply their knowledge of
the language system in practice. It is variable, dynamic, and context-dependent, influenced by factors such as age, education, and communicative goals. While performance errors may occur, they do not necessarily reflect a lack of linguistic competence.Comparing Linguistic Competence and Linguistic PerformanceWhile linguistic competence and
linguistic performance are distinct concepts, they are closely related and interact with each other in complex ways. Linguistic competence provides the foundation for linguistic performance, guiding speakers' language use and enabling them to communicate effectively. Without linguistic competence, speakers would not be able to produce
grammatically correct sentences or understand the meaning of words and phrases.On the other hand, linguistic performance puts linguistic competence into action, allowing speakers to use language in real-world communication and adapt to the demands of different situations. Performance errors and deviations from the norms of the language
system are a natural part of language use, reflecting the dynamic and context-dependent nature of linguistic performance.Overall, linguistic competence and linguistic performance are both essential components of language use, each contributing unique insights into how language works. By understanding the attributes of linguistic competence and
linguistic performance, linguists can gain a deeper appreciation of the complexities of language and the ways in which speakers use and interpret it in everyday communication. Comparisons may contain inaccurate information about people, places, or facts. Please report any issues. Share copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format
for any purpose, even commercially. Adapt remix, transform, and build upon the material for any purpose, even commercially. The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms. Attribution You must give appropriate credit , provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made . You may do so in any
reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use. ShareAlike If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your contributions under the same license as the original. No additional restrictions You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from
doing anything the license permits. You do not have to comply with the license for elements of the material in the public domain or where your use is permitted by an applicable exception or limitation . No warranties are given. The license may not give you all of the permissions necessary for your intended use. For example, other rights such as
publicity, privacy, or moral rights may limit how you use the material. We are independent & ad-supported. We may earn a commission for purchases made through our links. Advertiser Disclosure Our website is an independent, advertising-supported platform. We provide our content free of charge to our readers, and to keep it that way, we rely on
revenue generated through advertisements and affiliate partnerships. This means that when you click on certain links on our site and make a purchase, we may earn a commission. Learn more. How We Make Money We sustain our operations through affiliate commissions and advertising. If you click on an affiliate link and make a purchase, we may
receive a commission from the merchant at no additional cost to you. We also display advertisements on our website, which help generate revenue to support our work and keep our content free for readers. Our editorial team operates independently of our advertising and affiliate partnerships to ensure that our content remains unbiased and focused
on providing you with the best information and recommendations based on thorough research and honest evaluations. To remain transparent, weve provided a list of our current affiliate partners here. Language & Humanities, in your inbox Our latest articles, guides, and more, delivered daily. By Ray Hawk Updated May23,2024 By Jessica Ellis
Updated May23,2024 By Dan Cavallari Updated May23,2024 Explore fresh perspectives Popular picks The Qur'an is a sacred book in Islam, believed to be the word of Allah as revealed to Muhammad. Interpretations of the Qur'an... Pay it forward means to do something good for someone in response to a good deed done on your behalf. The idea of
pay it forward... Language & Humanities, in your inbox Our latest articles, guides, and more, delivered daily. Copyright 2003 - 2025 Conjecture Corporation Privacy Policy Terms and Conditions Language & Humanities, in your inbox Linguistic competence is a term used by speech experts and anthropologists to describe how language is defined
within a community of speakers. This term applies to mastering the combination of sounds, syntax and semantics known as the grammar of a language. People with such competence have learned to utilize the grammar of their spoken language to generate an unlimited amount of statements. This term is distinct from the concept of communicative
competence, which determines what is socially appropriate speech. This concept was first developed by linguist Noam Chomsky in the mid-1960s. Chomsky developed several theories aimed at describing how language was acquired and functioned within a culture. Linguistic competence is part of a larger theory of linguistic behavior known as
universal grammar, which explains language as a natural ability with which children are born and which becomes refined as they develop. This theory lies in contrast with the idea that speech is strictly a learned behavior. Chomskys theory of generative grammar contained several key concepts about language, including linguistic competence,
linguistic performance and communicative competence. Chomsky defined linguistic competence as an idealized understanding of the rules and construction of a given language. This includes the distinct sounds used in the language, the combination of these sounds, the creation of sentences and the interpretation of a sentence. Once a speaker
masters this set of rules, he or she can use this grammar to produce new phrases that will be understood by all speakers of the same language. Linguistic performance and communicative competence are concepts related to linguistic competence but are applied to language as it is actually used rather than as an ideal construct. Linguistic
performance is the practical application of speech with the grammatical flaws and mistakes that exist among real-world speakers. This allows speakers to understand each other despite grammatical flaws and differences in dialect. Communicative competence refers to the rules that govern the kinds of speech allowed within the cultural context.
Chomskys theories sparked debate among linguists and have continued to influence debate around the acquisition and use of language. Some linguistic theorists see linguistic competence as a learned behavior rather than an innate function of the human brain. Other researchers ignore Chomskys separate definitions of competence and performance
and study language as a practical function of human behavior. The concept of linguistic competence remains an important aspect of linguistic theory and education. It is a subject touched on by linguistics courses within the English curriculum and is dealt with in depth in linguistic and cultural anthropology. Linguistic researchers and theorists
continue to study and refine this concept through fieldwork and clinical investigation. Language & Humanities is dedicated to providing accurate and trustworthy information. We carefully select reputable sources and employ a rigorous fact-checking process to maintain the highest standards. To learn more about our commitment to accuracy, read
our editorial process. Linguistic competence is the natural knowledge of grammar people use to understand and speak languages.Linguistic competence is different from performance, which is affected by tiredness and distractions.Critics argue that separating competence and performance ignores how they are connected in real language use. The
term linguistic competence refers to the unconscious knowledge of grammar that allows a speaker to use and understand a language. Also known as grammatical competence or I-language.Contrast with linguistic performance. As used by Noam Chomsky and other linguists, linguistic competence is not an evaluative term. Rather, it refers to the
innate linguistic knowledge that allows a person to match sounds and meanings. InAspects of the Theory of Syntax(1965), Chomsky wrote, "We thus make a fundamental distinction between competence(the speaker-hearer's knowledge of his language) and performance(the actual use of language in concrete situations)." Under this theory, linguistic
competence only functions "properly" under idealized conditions, which would theoretically remove any obstacles of memory, distraction, emotion, and other factors that might cause even an eloquent native speaker to make or fail to notice grammatical mistakes. It's closely tied to the concept of generative grammar, which argues that all native
speakers of a language have an unconscious understanding of the "rules" governing the language. Many linguists have severely critiqued this distinction between competence and performance, arguing that it skews or ignores data and privileges certain groups over others. Linguist William Labov, for instance, said in a 1971 article, "It is now evident
to many linguists that the primary purpose of the [performance/competence] distinction has been to help the linguist exclude data which he finds inconvenient to handle. ... If performance involves limitations of memory, attention, and articulation, then we must consider the entire English grammar to be a matter of performance." Other critics argue
that the distinction makes other linguistic concepts difficult to explain or categorize, while still others argue that a meaningful distinction cannot be made because of how the two processes are inextricably linked. "Linguistic competence constitutes knowledge of language, but that knowledge is tacit, implicit. This means that people do not have
conscious access to the principles and rules that govern the combination of sounds, words, and sentences; however, they do recognize when those rules and principles have been violated. . . . For example, when a person judges that the sentence John said that Jane helped himself is ungrammatical, it is because the person has tacit knowledge of the
grammatical principle that reflexive pronouns must refer to an NP in the same clause." (Eva M. Fernandez and Helen Smith Cairns, Fundamentals of Psycholinguistics. Wiley-Blackwell, 2011) "In [Noam] Chomsky's theory, our linguistic competence is our unconscious knowledge of languages and is similar in some ways to [Ferdinand de] Saussure's
concept of langue, the organizing principles of a language. What we actually produce as utterances is similar to Saussure's parole, and is called linguistic performance. The difference between linguistic competence and linguistic performance can be illustrated by slips of the tongue, such as 'noble tons of soil' for 'noble sons of toil.' Uttering such a slip
doesn't mean that we don't know English but rather that we've simply made a mistake because we were tired, distracted, or whatever. Such 'errors' also aren't evidence that you are (assuming you are a native speaker) a poor English speaker or that you don't know English as well as someone else does. It means that linguistic performance is different
from linguistic competence. When we say that someone is a better speaker than someone else (Martin Luther King, Jr., for example, was a terrific orator, much better than you might be), these judgements tell us about performance, not competence. Native speakers of a language, whether they are famous public speakers or not, don't know the
language any better than any other speaker in terms of linguistic competence." (Kristin Denham and Anne Lobeck, Linguistics for Everyone. Wadsworth, 2010) "Two language users may have the same 'program' for carrying out specific tasks of production and recognition, but differ in their ability to apply it because of exogenous differences (such as
short-term memory capacity). The two are accordingly equally language-competent but not necessarily equally adept at making use of their competence. "The linguistic competence of a human being should accordingly be identified with that individual's internalized 'program' for production and recognition. While many linguists would identify the
study of this program with the study of performance rather than competence, it should be clear that this identification is mistaken since we have deliberately abstracted away from any consideration of what happens when a language user actually attempts to put the program to use. A major goal of the psychology of language is to construct a viable
hypothesis as to the structure of this program . . .." (Michael B. Kac, Grammars and Grammaticality. John Benjamins, 1992) Linguistic competence is a term used by speech experts and anthropologists to describe how language is defined within a community of speakers. This term applies to mastering the combination of sounds, syntax and semantics
known as the grammar of a language. People with such competence have learned to utilize the grammar of their spoken language to generate an unlimited amount of statements. This term is distinct from the concept of communicative competence, which determines what is socially appropriate speech. This concept was first developed by linguist
Noam Chomsky in the mid-1960s. Chomsky developed several theories aimed at describing how language was acquired and functioned within a culture. Linguistic competence is part of a larger theory of linguistic behavior known as universal grammar, which explains language as a natural ability with which children are born and which becomes
refined as they develop. This theory lies in contrast with the idea that speech is strictly a learned behavior. Chomskys theory of generative grammar contained several key concepts about language, including linguistic competence, linguistic performance and communicative competence. Chomsky defined linguistic competence as an idealized
understanding of the rules and construction of a given language. This includes the distinct sounds used in the language, the combination of these sounds, the creation of sentences and the interpretation of a sentence. Once a speaker masters this set of rules, he or she can use this grammar to produce new phrases that will be understood by all
speakers of the same language. Linguistic performance and communicative competence are concepts related to linguistic competence but are applied to language as it is actually used rather than as an ideal construct. Linguistic performance is the practical application of speech with the grammatical flaws and mistakes that exist among real-world
speakers. This allows speakers to understand each other despite grammatical flaws and differences in dialect. Communicative competence refers to the rules that govern the kinds of speech allowed within the cultural context. Chomskys theories sparked debate among linguists and have continued to influence debate around the acquisition and use of
language. Some linguistic theorists see linguistic competence as a learned behavior rather than an innate function of the human brain. Other researchers ignore Chomskys separate definitions of competence and performance and study language as a practical function of human behavior. The concept of linguistic competence remains an important
aspect of linguistic theory and education. It is a subject touched on by linguistics courses within the English curriculum and is dealt with in depth in linguistic and cultural anthropology. Linguistic researchers and theorists continue to study and refine this concept through fieldwork and clinical investigation. Language & Humanities is dedicated to
providing accurate and trustworthy information. We carefully select reputable sources and employ a rigorous fact-checking process to maintain the highest standards. To learn more about our commitment to accuracy, read our editorial process. By Dr Jeremy Koay A limited view Hymes (1972) notion of communicative competence consists of four
competences: linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse and strategic. Linguistic competence refers to the knowledge of grammar and vocabulary. Traditionally, English language teaching focused on mechanical grammar drills. This focus is influenced by the idea that grammar and vocabulary are the basic building blocks of a language. Other aspects of
communication, such as culture and interpersonal relationships were neglected in this traditional model. For most teachers and researchers, there is no question about the importance of grammar instruction. The question is whether this should be taught explicitly, or whether learners will absorb grammatical rules as they meet them in their exposure
to English. A holistic view Linguistic competence is one of Hymes four competences, but the four competences are not separable into discrete elements. (Celce-Murcia, Drnyei & Thurrell, 1995). For example, using appropriate vocabulary involves understanding and being aware of the context in which a particular communicative event is situated. An
awareness of formality would allow a person to decide whether to use you guys, my friends or fellow teachers according to the context. This understanding of linguistic competence implies that grammar and vocabulary should not be taught in isolation; instead, they should be introduced within themes and topics. For example, words, such as
contaminate, domestic waste and toxic, can be introduced when discussing pollution. Theory and practice One of my favourite activities is introducing grammatical structures that are prevalent in a reading comprehension text, and designing speaking and writing activities that involve using the structures. For example, teachers can identify and draw
learners attention to the use of simple present tense in a factual text that describes air pollution, and then ask them to use this when writing or speaking about a different factual topic. Advanced learners can be guided to identify some grammatical features of a text for themselves. When selecting words for a vocabulary lesson, teachers should always
present them in context. In other words, words should be selected from or related to a text that learners read or listen to. Follow-up activities should allow learners to use the words, either in speaking or writing activities. Spelling activities can maximise exposure to the words. In order to present these words in context in a spelling activity, teachers
can read a sentence that has the target word followed by the word. For example, a teacher can read aloud, Toxic waste causes harm to the environment - toxic waste. References Celce-Murcia, M., Drnyei, Z. & Thurrell, S. (1995). Communicative competence: A pedagogically motivated model with content specifications. Issues in Applied Linguistics,
6(2), 5-35. Hymes, D. H. (1972). On communicative competence. In J.B. Pride & J. Holmes (Eds), Sociolinguistics: Selected readings (pp. 269-293). Harmondsworth: Penguin. Dr Jeremy Koay is a New Zealand-based independent researcher and an education consultant at EduMaxi. He obtained his PhD in Applied Linguistics from Victoria University of
Wellington in 2015. His research interests include Discourse Analysis, Genre Analysis and TESOL. Image source: shutterstock.com/Mohd KhairilX
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