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ABSTRACT

	This study aimed to determine the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication among Senior High School students from three public secondary schools in Davao Occidental. A quantitative approach, specifically a descriptive-comparative research design, was employed. The study involved 155 Tagakaolo senior high school students from the selected schools, identified using stratified random sampling. Data were gathered through an adopted survey instrument on sociolinguistic competence and analyzed using descriptive statistics, including the mean, T-test, and ANOVA. The results revealed that the students demonstrated a high level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication. Furthermore, the study found no significant differences in the level of sociolinguistic competence when students were grouped according to grade level, Senior High School strand, or school.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The ability to adapt both the content and manner of speaking is a crucial language skill that everyone should possess. Canale and Swain (1980) highlighted that sociolinguistic competence encompasses a person's ability to produce utterances that are socially and culturally appropriate. However, this remains a significant challenge for language learners, many of whom struggle due to inadequate exposure to sociolinguistically appropriate language use, difficulty navigating diverse social contexts, and mastering speech acts such as requests or refusals, often leading to misunderstandings in multilingual environments. Despite its importance, sociolinguistic competence is frequently overlooked in language teaching, with educators focusing more on grammatical accuracy than on contextual language use (Abd Rahman et al., 2022; Fariha et al., 2023).

Many language learners still find it difficult to adjust their manner of communication. In Thailand, students face significant challenges in sociolinguistic competence, particularly in using language appropriately across diverse social contexts, due to limited exposure to real-life communication situations, a lack of cultural awareness, and insufficient training in adjusting language use for various social interactions (Dugas & Satthaphong, 2025; Tiansoodeenon et al., 2023). Similarly, Ibrahim and Nwabudike (2022) found that senior high school students in Nigeria experience significant difficulties in sociolinguistic competence in English communication due to a lack of exposure to the target language's culture, hindering their ability to recognize the social appropriateness of language use.

In the Philippines, students' lack of exposure to real-world language contexts limits their ability to comprehend and appropriately use language in diverse social settings, which impacts their fluency and understanding of the cultural nuances of English communication, particularly sociolinguistic competence (Samarano & Biol, 2024). In the study by Barro-Punzalan (2024), students in the graduate school program at Lyceum of the Philippines University-Batangas struggled with applying language in varied social situations despite their strong linguistic abilities. This indicates that even graduate students continue to face difficulties in sociolinguistic competence in English language communication. Similarly, Alo (2023) reported that students faced challenges in sociolinguistic competence due to insufficient exposure to real-world communication settings, resulting in difficulties in understanding how to use language appropriately in social contexts.

In Mindanao, where people from diverse cultural backgrounds reside, students also experience challenges in adapting their communication skills, particularly in English. Senior high school students in Sulu struggle with navigating the sociolinguistic aspects of language use in different social settings due to insufficient exposure to English language interactions and limited opportunities to practise language in real-life contexts (Ahmad et al., 2024). According to Pregoner (2025), senior high school students in Davao City face several challenges in sociolinguistic competence in both academic and real-world interactions, particularly in adapting language to context, limited vocabulary, and issues with active listening and turn-taking. Additionally, in a private school in Digos City, senior high school students exhibited varying degrees of communication apprehension, which affected their ability to engage effectively in different social and communicative contexts, leading to difficulties in applying appropriate language use in various situations (Canada & Miralles, 2023).

In a province like Davao Occidental, where four main cultural groups reside, the ability to adjust the manner of speaking depending on the context is very important for attaining mutual understanding. According to Canoy and Baloran (2025), sociolinguistic competence is crucial in ensuring harmonious relationships, as it helps students adapt their communication styles appropriately across different social contexts. When teachers possess strong intercultural communication skills, they can better engage IP learners, promote understanding, and ensure respectful communication across diverse cultural contexts. However, although students in Davao Occidental were generally able to engage in basic communication, their ability to adapt language appropriately across diverse social contexts remains limited (Maribao, 2020).

With limited studies focusing on the sociolinguistic competence of senior high school students, particularly in Davao Occidental, this study aimed to determine the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication among Tagakaolo senior high school students. Using quantitative research, specifically a descriptive-comparative research design, this study sought to answer the following research questions: (1) What is the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication of the students, in terms of communication context, cultural knowledge, language learning, and language use? and (2) Is there a significant difference between the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication of the students when grouped according to grade level, senior high track, and school? By answering these questions, English teachers will gain valuable insights into how to better support students in developing sociolinguistic competence, thereby enhancing their communication skills and fostering more effective engagement in diverse social contexts. Additionally, future researchers may gain basis for future studies on sociolinguistic competence.

2. methodology

2.1 Research Design

This study utilizes quantitative approach, particularly descriptive-comparative research design. This study is descriptive in nature as it determined the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication of the students using a survey questionnaire. Further, it is comparative since it focused on determining the significant difference between the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication of the students when grouped according to grade level, senior high track, and school.

2.2 Sampling Technique and Respondents

The respondents of the study were selected using stratified random sampling, a probability sampling method commonly used in sample surveys, where the components of a population are divided into distinct groups or strata (Parsons, 2017). A total of 155 senior high school students from School A in Malita, Davao Occidental, as well as School B and C in Sta. Maria, Davao Occidental, responded to the sociolinguistic competence in English language communication measurement tool. These students are Grade 11 and Grade 12, taking Academic Strand or Technical-Vocational-Livelihood Strand. Also, the respondents are Tagakaolo students and can use the language in communicating.

2.3 Research Instrument

The research instrument used to measure students' sociolinguistic competence in English language communication was developed by Canoy and Baloran (2025). It consists of 20 statements, divided into four domains: Communication Context, Cultural Knowledge, Language Learning, and Language Use. The first domain contains eight statements, the second domain has five statements, the third domain includes four statements, and the fourth domain consists of three statements. Additionally, the instrument has a Cronbach's alpha value of 0.84. Respondents answered the instrument based on their level of agreement with each statement, using a scale from 5 (strongly agree) to 1 (strongly disagree).


2.3 Data Analysis

The data gathered was analyzed using mean to determine the level of students’ sociolinguistic competence in English language communication. The analyzed data was interpreted using the description based on the study of Canoy and Baloran (2025).

List 1: Qualitative Interpretation Based on Mean Score Range

	Mean Range
	Descriptive Level
	Qualitative Interpretation

	4.21 to 5.00

	Very High
	Students have exceptional understanding and awareness of communication context, cultural knowledge, language learning, and language use. They can seamlessly adjust their language and communication style to varied social settings, showing deep cultural sensitivity and awareness.

	3.41 to 4.20
	High
	Students have a strong understanding and awareness of the communication context, cultural knowledge, language learning, and language use.  They show strong cultural sensitivity and understanding by adapting their language and communication style to different social circumstances.

	2.61 to 3.40
	Average
	Students have moderate understanding and awareness of the communication context, cultural knowledge, language learning, and language use.  They can generally adapt their language and communication style to different social situations.

	1.81 to 2.60
	Low
	Students are aware but need more understanding of different communication contexts, cultural knowledge, language learning, and language use. They need help in adapting language and communication styles to different social circumstances.

	1.00 to 1.80
	Very Low
	Students are unaware of the communication context, cultural knowledge, language learning, and language use. They failed in adapting language and communication style to different social circumstances.



Further, the difference on the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication of students when grouped according to sociodemographic profile was determined using T-test and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA).

3. results and discussion

Further, the difference on the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication of students when grouped according to sociodemographic profile was determined using T-test and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA).

3.1 Level of Students’ Sociolinguistic Competence in English Language Communication

Table 1. Level of Sociolinguistic Competence in English Language Communication of the Tagakaolo Senior High School Students

	Indicators/
Items
	SD
	Mean
	Descriptive Level

	Communication Context (CC)
	0.72
	4.02
	High

	1
	Students treat other people properly when they ask for advice.
	1.03
	4.27
	Very High

	2
	Students value one-on-one conversation with people to discuss issues or disagreements.
	1.23
	3.77
	High

	3
	Students make sure to still listen to the discussion even if they do not agree with it.
	1.10
	3.79
	High

	4
	Students ask for other ideas if they do not agree with the initial ideas presented.
	1.19
	3.72
	High

	5
	Students consider the willingness of a friend to listen to share problems comfortably.
	0.99
	4.32
	Very High

	6
	Students tell their friends that they can surpass their problems because nothing is impossible.
	1.04
	4.27
	Very High

	7
	Students give advice to friends when they are feeling down and are willing to listen.
	0.95
	4.28
	Very High

	8
	Students tell their friends on what should and should not be done.

	1.08
	3.71
	High

	Cultural Knowledge (CK)
	1.03
	3.77
	High

	9
	Students translate Kaolo into a commonly used and understood language (e.g., Bisaya) to be understood by the listener.
	1.26
	3.88
	High

	 10
	Students are proud that they belong to the Tagakaolo tribe.
	1.45
	3.90
	High

	11
	Students highlight the importance of listening attentively when explaining about the Tagakaolo’s rituals.
	1.26
	3.76
	High 

	12
	Students ready to teach about the tribe’s practices to someone who does not understand it.
	1.28
	3.59
	High

	13
	Students teach Bisaya to the younger generation of Tagakaolo while still preserving their language.
	1.30
	3.75
	High 

	Language Learning (LL)
	0.75
	3.81
	High

	*14
	Students have difficulty in the linguistic aspect of using English (e.g., grammar, morphology, pronunciation, etc.).
	1.17
	2.43
	Low

	15
	Students use online resources (e.g., videos, online translation) to improve speaking skills.
	1.07
	3.98
	High

	16
	Students find the activities (e.g., role play, thesis defense, oral recitation) employed by their teachers helpful in improving their ability to communicate.
	1.03
	3.97
	High

	17
	Students unconsciously use English to express sudden emotions.
	1.13
	3.70
	High

	Language Use (LU)
	0.69
	3.90
	High

	18
	Students acknowledge that in certain conversations, the use of playful terms boosts their confidence when talking to someone who understands it.
	0.97
	4.17
	High

	19
	Students are influenced by their peers in using words informally.
	1.05
	3.85
	High

	20
	Students use appropriate facial expressions and non-verbal cues to make situations less awkward.
	1.21
	3.68
	High

	
OVERALL SOCIOLINGUISTIC COMPETENCE
	0.61
	3.88
	High


* Reversed item (14)

Table 1 presents the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication among the students. The students have an overall sociolinguistic competence mean of 3.90, with a standard deviation of 0.659, which is interpreted as high. This indicates that the students possess a strong understanding and awareness of the communication context, cultural knowledge, language learning, and language use. They demonstrate cultural sensitivity and an ability to adapt their language and communication styles to different social contexts.

Moreover, the communication context has a mean of 4.02, with a standard deviation of 0.72, described as high. This suggests that Tagakaolo senior high school students exhibit a strong understanding and awareness of communication context. Additionally, item 5, which states that students consider the willingness of a friend to listen and share problems comfortably, has the highest mean of 4.32, with an SD of 0.99, interpreted as very high. This indicates that the students have exceptional understanding and awareness of communication context. In contrast, item 8, which involves students telling their friends what should and should not be done, has a mean of 3.71 and SD of 1.08, interpreted as high. This suggests that the students possess a strong understanding of communication context, though not at the level of item 5.

Furthermore, the respondents' sociolinguistic competence in terms of cultural knowledge has a mean of 3.77, with a standard deviation of 1.03, described as high. This indicates that students have a strong understanding and awareness of cultural knowledge. Among the items, item 10, which states that students are proud to belong to the Tagakaolo Tribe, has the highest mean of 3.90, with an SD of 1.45, interpreted as high. In contrast, item 12, which states that students are ready to teach others about their tribe's practices, has the lowest mean of 3.59 and an SD of 1.28, also described as high. Both items suggest that the students have a strong understanding and awareness of cultural knowledge.

Additionally, the respondents show a high level of sociolinguistic competence in terms of language learning, with a mean of 3.81 and a standard deviation of 0.75. This indicates that students have a strong understanding and awareness of language learning. Among the items, item 15, which states that students use online resources (e.g., videos, online translation) to improve speaking skills, has the highest mean of 3.98, with an SD of 1.07, indicating a high level. However, item 14, which states that students have difficulty with the linguistic aspects of using English (e.g., grammar, morphology, pronunciation), has the lowest mean of 2.43, with an SD of 1.71, interpreted as low. This suggests that, while students are aware of language learning, they face challenges in mastering certain aspects of English, particularly language structure.

Further, the Tagakaolo students' sociolinguistic competence in terms of language use is high, with a mean of 3.90 and a standard deviation of 0.69. This indicates that the students have a strong understanding and awareness of language use. Item 18, which states that students acknowledge that using playful terms boosts their confidence when talking to someone who understands them, has the highest mean of 4.17, with an SD of 0.97, interpreted as high. This is followed by item 19, which states that students are influenced by their peers in using words informally, with a mean of 3.85 and SD of 1.05, also described as high. Item 20, which states that students use appropriate facial expressions and non-verbal cues to make situations less awkward, has the lowest mean of 3.68 and SD of 1.21, but is still described as high. These items suggest that the Tagakaolo students have a strong understanding and awareness of language use.

The study's findings support Martinez and De Vera's (2019) claim that learners' sociolinguistic competence exceeds typical expectations and may be considered commendable. It also aligns with Fariha et al.'s (2023) assertion that students are fully aware of their sociolinguistic abililities and practices. The results are consistent with Lasala (2014), who stated that students' sociolinguistic competence is at an acceptable level. However, the findings contradict Terogo et al.'s (2018) argument that senior high school students rarely use their sociolinguistic skills due to a lack of exposure to diverse communicative situations. Additionally, the study opposes ur Rahman’s (2020) statement that learners lack sociolinguistic competence, particularly in initiating and responding to conversations. Also, the result challenges the findings of Grammon (2025), which showed that U.S. undergraduates with intermediate Spanish proficiency struggled to adapt to local language variations due to racialized language ideologies.


3.2 Level of Students’ Sociolinguistic Competence in English Language Communication

Table 2. Results on the Significance of the Difference in the Level of Sociolinguistic Competence of the Tagakaolo Senior High School Students when analyzed according to Grouping Variables

	Grade Level (Grade 11 vs. Grade 12)

	Dimensions
	T
	Df
	P-value
	
Interpretation


	
Communication Context (CC)
	
0.489
	
153
	
0.625
	
Not Significant

	
Cultural Knowledge (CK)
	
-0.804
	
153
	
0.423
	
Not Significant

	
Language Learning (LL) 
	
-0.782
	
153
	
0.435
	
Not Significant

	
Language Use (LU)
	
-2.327
	
153
	
0.021
	
Significant

	
Overall (Sociolinguistic Competence)
	
-1.093
	
153
	
0.276
	
Not Significant

	SHS Strand (Academic vs. TVL)

	Dimensions
	T
	Df
	P-value
	
Interpretation


	
Communication Context (CC)
	
3.050
	
153
	
0.003
	
Significant

	
Cultural Knowledge (CK)
	
-0.755
	
153
	
0.451
	
Not Significant

	
Language Learning (LL) 
	
1.674
	
153
	
0.096
	
Not Significant

	
Language Use (LU)
	
1.618
	
153
	
0.108
	
Not Significant

	
Overall (Sociolinguistic Competence)

	
1.534
	
153
	
0.127
	
Not Significant


*Significant at the 0.05 level 
LU: Grade 11 (x̄=3.70) vs. Grade 12 (x̄=3.98)
CC: Academic (x̄=4.17) vs. TVL (x̄=3.83)

This study aims to determine the difference in students’ sociolinguistic competence when grouped according to grade level and Senior High School (SHS) strand. Tables 2 and 3 present the significant differences in the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication among Tagakaolo senior high school students when analyzed according to these grouping variables.

As shown in Table 2, the respondents’ overall sociolinguistic competence in English language communication does not show a significant difference when grouped according to grade level, particularly Grade 11 and Grade 12, with a P-value of 0.276, which is greater than the 0.05 level of significance. Additionally, communication context has a P-value of 0.625, cultural knowledge has a P-value of 0.423, and language learning has a P-value of 0.435, all of which are greater than 0.05, and are therefore interpreted as not significant. However, language use has a P-value of 0.021, which is less than 0.05, indicating a significant difference. Specifically, the level of Grade 11 students’ sociolinguistic competence in English language communication in terms of language use has a mean of 3.70, while Grade 12 students have a mean of 3.98, both described as high. This suggests that Grade 12 students have a higher level of sociolinguistic competence in terms of language use compared to Grade 11 students.

Table 2 also presents the difference in the level of sociolinguistic competence among Tagakaolo students when grouped according to SHS strand, academic strand and Technical-Vocational-Livelihood (TVL) strand. The table shows that there is no significant difference in the overall level of sociolinguistic competence when grouped according to SHS strand, with a P-value of 0.127, which is higher than the 0.05 level of significance. Further, cultural knowledge has a P-value of 0.451, language learning has a P-value of 0.096, and language use has a P-value of 0.108, all of which are greater than 0.05 and thus interpreted as not significant. However, the level of sociolinguistic competence in terms of communication context shows a P-value of 0.003, which is lower than 0.05, indicating a significant difference. This means that there is a significant difference in the students’ level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication, in terms of communication context, when grouped according to SHS strand. Specifically, the academic strand students have a mean of 4.17 for communication context, while TVL strand students have a mean of 3.83, both of which are described as high. This indicates that academic strand students have a higher mean than TVL strand students, thus showing a significant difference between the two groups.

Table 3. Results on the Significance of the Difference in the Level of Sociolinguistic Competence of the Tagakaolo Senior High School Students when analyzed according to Grouping Variables

	School (School A, B and C)

	Dimensions
	F
	P-value
	
Interpretation


	
Communication Context (CC)
	
2.48
	
0.087
	
Not Significant

	
Cultural Knowledge (CK)
	
12.6
	
0.000
	
Significant

	
Language Learning (LL) 
	
0.414
	
0.662
	
Not Significant

	
Language Use (LU)
	
1.62
	
0.201
	
Not Significant

	
Overall (Sociolinguistic Competence)

	
1.82
	
0.166
	
Not Significant


Post Hoc Test
	Dimension
	School
	P-value
	P-value

	
Cultural Knowledge (CK) when analyzed according to School

	School B (x̄=3.16) vs.  School C (x̄=4.10)  
	0.000
	Significant


*Significant at the 0.05 level


Moreover, this study also aims to determine the difference in the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication among Tagakaolo senior high school students when grouped according to school. Table 3 presents the ANOVA results for the significance of the difference in sociolinguistic competence among the students when analyzed according to school. The results show that there is no significant difference in the level of sociolinguistic competence when grouped according to school, with a P-value of 0.166, which is greater than 0.05. Furthermore, there is no significant difference in the level of sociolinguistic competence in English language communication, in terms of communication context, language learning, and language use, when grouped according to school, with P-values of 0.087, 0.662, and 0.201, respectively, all of which are greater than 0.05. However, there is a significant relationship between the respondents’ level of sociolinguistic competence, specifically in cultural knowledge, when grouped according to school, with a P-value of 0.000, which is lower than the 0.05 level of significance.

Table 3 also shows the post hoc comparisons, indicating that School B’s level of sociolinguistic competence in terms of cultural knowledge is average (mean = 3.16). This suggests that Tagakaolo senior high school students from School B have a moderate understanding and awareness of cultural knowledge. In contrast, School C demonstrates a high level of sociolinguistic competence in terms of cultural knowledge, with a mean of 4.10. This indicates that Tagakaolo senior high school students from School C have a strong understanding and awareness of cultural knowledge. Therefore, the data indicates that, in terms of cultural knowledge, School C has a higher level than School B, as it obtained a P-value of 0.000, which is lower than the significance level of 0.05, and is thus considered statistically significant.

The results of this study show that Tagakaolo senior high school students’ level of sociolinguistic competence does not significantly differ when grouped according to their grade level. This means that, regardless of grade level, the students’ level of sociolinguistic competence remains consistent. This finding is consistent with De Castro and Bactasa’s (2023) conclusion that grade levels have no bearing on students' competency. However, the study found a significant difference in the students' language use when grouped according to grade level. Although both grade levels exhibit a high level of language use, Grade 12 students show a higher level of language use compared to Grade 11 students.

Furthermore, the results show no significant difference in the students’ overall sociolinguistic competence in English language communication when grouped according to SHS strand, particularly academic and TVL strands. This result aligns with the findings of Canceran and Malenab-Temporal (2018), who concluded that students' attitudes toward using English in communication are not strand-related. It is also consistent with the findings of Salvador et al. (2023), which stated that there is no significant difference in students' communicative competence when grouped according to specialization. However, a significant difference was found in students' sociolinguistic competence in terms of communication context when grouped according to SHS strand.

Additionally, the results of this study indicate that there is no significant difference in students' overall sociolinguistic competence when grouped according to school. However, a significant difference was found in students' sociolinguistic competence in terms of cultural knowledge when grouped according to school.

4. Conclusion

The results of the study show that Tagakaolo senior high school students across the three schools possess a high level of sociolinguistic competence. It is recommended that students continue their efforts in learning languages and using them in appropriate contexts to maintain this competence. Additionally, since the results indicate that students face difficulties with the linguistic aspects of English, teachers, regardless of specialization, should incorporate pronunciation drills and spelling activities into their classes.

Furthermore, the study shows no significant difference in the level of sociolinguistic competence among Tagakaolo senior high school students when grouped according to grade level, SHS strand, and school. Therefore, it is recommended that applied linguistics researchers and students conduct further studies on sociolinguistic competence, utilizing the developed instrument with different respondent groups. It is also advisable to explore other factors that may affect the sociolinguistic competence of Tagakaolo senior high school students.
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