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Abstract: This study investigates how exposure to English formal discourse can contribute to the 
development of sociolinguistic competence among Spanish learners. By examining the structural, 
pragmatic, and cultural characteristics of English formal communication, the research aims to 
reveal its pedagogical potential in improving pragmatic awareness, register control, and 
cross-cultural adaptability. The study employs a qualitative approach based on discourse analysis 
and classroom experimentation within advanced Spanish learners of English. 
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In the globalized linguistic landscape, mastering a foreign language implies far more than 
achieving grammatical accuracy; it necessitates the acquisition of sociolinguistic sensitivity—the 
ability to interpret, produce, and adapt language use across varying cultural and situational 
contexts. Competence in a second language, therefore, depends not only on syntactic correctness 
but also on understanding the social norms, expectations, and pragmatic conventions that guide 
human interaction. 

English, as the dominant medium of international communication, functions as a global 
lingua franca in academia, diplomacy, and business. Within these domains, formal 
discourse—characterized by explicitness, objectivity, and regulated politeness—serves as a 
model of pragmatic precision and socio-cultural nuance. Such discourse provides learners with 
access to the communicative conventions of authority, negotiation, and professional respect that 
underpin intercultural exchanges (Bakhronova, 2022). 

For Spanish learners of English, engagement with formal discourse is particularly 
valuable due to the structural and pragmatic contrasts between the two languages. Spanish 
communication norms often rely on implicit social cues, affective expression, and relational 
familiarity, while English formal discourse tends to favor explicitness, detachment, and 
role-based interaction.  
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This divergence can lead to pragmatic interference, where learners inadvertently transfer 
sociocultural patterns from their native language, resulting in misinterpretations of tone, 
politeness, or formality. 

Exposure to English formal discourse, through academic texts, professional 
correspondence, and institutional dialogues, thus becomes a pedagogical bridge that enhances 
sociolinguistic competence. It enables learners to internalize patterns of deference, 
self-representation, and linguistic mitigation that align with English-speaking conventions of 
professionalism. Moreover, understanding the subtleties of register, modality, and discourse 
markers cultivates pragmatic flexibility—allowing learners to navigate both formal and informal 
communicative settings with confidence. 

This research seeks to explore how systematic engagement with English formal discourse 
can enhance the sociolinguistic competence of Spanish learners, fostering not only linguistic 
accuracy but also intercultural appropriateness. By examining the discourse features that convey 
authority, respect, and interpersonal distance in English, the study aims to demonstrate how such 
exposure can recalibrate learners’ pragmatic awareness and facilitate their successful 
participation in global communicative environments (Baxronova, 2023). 

The concept of sociolinguistic competence emerged from Dell Hymes’ (1972) broader 
theory of communicative competence, which expanded the notion of language mastery beyond 
grammatical correctness to include the ability to use language appropriately in various social 
contexts. Subsequent models by Canale and Swain (1980) and Bachman (1990) reinforced this 
framework by identifying pragmatic, discourse, and strategic competences as integral to effective 
communication. These models established that language proficiency is inherently 
socio-pragmatic — a balance between linguistic form and social function. 

Within the field of applied linguistics, researchers such as Savignon (1997) and 
Celce-Murcia (2007) argue that sociolinguistic competence is central to communicative 
pedagogy. It enables learners to interpret social cues, adjust speech according to hierarchy or 
intimacy, and align linguistic choices with cultural expectations. The acquisition of such 
competence, however, remains one of the most challenging aspects of second language learning 
because it involves implicit cultural knowledge and context-dependent pragmatics. 

When comparing English and Spanish discourse communities, several key distinctions 
surface. According to Hall’s (1976) theory of high- and low-context communication, Spanish is 
considered a high-context language — relying heavily on shared cultural understanding,  
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emotional expressiveness, and relational communication. English, conversely, operates within a 
low-context paradigm characterized by explicitness, precision, and task orientation. These 
contrasting communicative norms influence how politeness, disagreement, and authority are 
expressed. For instance, while Spanish speakers often employ solidarity strategies such as 
affective language and inclusive pronouns, English formal discourse emphasizes impersonal tone, 
hedging, and deference markers to maintain professionalism and mitigate directness 
(Blum-Kulka, 1987; Holmes, 1995, Bakhronova, 2021). 

Previous studies in interlanguage pragmatics (Kasper & Schmidt, 1996; Bardovi-Harlig, 
2013) have documented that learners frequently transfer sociopragmatic rules from their native 
language into the target language, which can lead to pragmatic failure — situations where 
utterances are grammatically correct but socially inappropriate. For Spanish learners of English, 
this often manifests in over-familiarity, insufficient hedging, or culturally incongruent forms of 
address. These pragmatic discrepancies underline the need for explicit instruction and exposure 
to formal discourse patterns that embody English-specific norms of interaction. 

English formal discourse, whether in academic writing, business negotiation, or 
institutional communication, is guided by rhetorical principles such as clarity, coherence, and 
impartiality (Hyland, 2005; Bhatia, 2014). Such discourse utilizes distinct lexical and syntactic 
features — modality verbs, stance expressions, and formulaic politeness strategies — which 
together convey respect, authority, and professionalism. Exposure to these patterns through 
authentic materials provides learners with not only linguistic models but also an implicit 
understanding of the social hierarchies and communicative expectations embedded within 
English-speaking institutions. 

Furthermore, scholars like House (2008) and Trosborg (2010) highlight the role of 
cross-cultural pragmatics in fostering intercultural awareness. By engaging learners in 
comparative discourse analysis, educators can make implicit norms explicit, guiding learners 
toward metapragmatic reflection — the ability to consciously evaluate and adjust communicative 
behavior across cultures. This pedagogical approach aligns with Kramsch’s (1998) notion of the 
“third place,” where learners negotiate between their native cultural identity and the 
communicative conventions of the target language. 

Incorporating English formal discourse into Spanish language education enhances 
learners’ sociolinguistic competence by bridging linguistic knowledge with pragmatic awareness.  
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It allows learners to transcend mere grammatical mastery and acquire the communicative 
intuition necessary to navigate formal, intercultural, and hierarchical contexts with 
appropriateness and confidence. 

This study employed a qualitative discourse-analytic methodology supported by 
pedagogical intervention and reflective analysis. The research design aimed to explore the impact 
of sustained exposure to English formal discourse on the sociolinguistic competence of advanced 
Spanish learners of English. Through the triangulation of data sources — corpus analysis, 
classroom implementation, and learner reflections — the study ensured both analytical depth and 
pedagogical relevance. 

The investigation followed an exploratory-action research framework, integrating 
theoretical inquiry with applied classroom experimentation. The approach was chosen to capture 
the dynamic relationship between linguistic form, pragmatic function, and learner perception. 

The research proceeded in three sequential stages: (1) identification and analysis of 
features of English formal discourse, (2) pedagogical implementation through classroom 
activities, and (3) evaluation of sociolinguistic development before and after the intervention. 

The participants were 40 advanced Spanish learners of English (CEFR levels B2–C1) 
enrolled in a university-level English linguistics course in Madrid, Spain. All participants shared 
comparable academic backgrounds and demonstrated advanced grammatical and lexical 
competence. None, however, had received formal training in discourse analysis or pragmatic 
instruction. Participation was voluntary, and all learners consented to the use of anonymized data 
for research purposes. The study’s linguistic corpus consisted of authentic English formal 
discourse samples, including university lectures, TED talks, academic presentations, business 
correspondence, and institutional letters. These materials were selected based on their pragmatic 
richness and contextual diversity. Each sample was analyzed for key discourse features — such 
as hedging devices (“it appears that,” “may suggest”), modality markers (“would,” “should,” 
“could”), politeness strategies (“would you mind,” “as per our discussion”), and organizational 
patterns characteristic of formal English. 

To ensure contrastive analysis, equivalent Spanish materials (academic essays, conference 
speeches, and official emails) were examined. This cross-comparison allowed identification of 
cultural and pragmatic divergences, forming the foundation for targeted classroom instruction. 

The classroom-based intervention lasted eight weeks, integrating formal discourse 
instruction into communicative practice. Lessons were structured around the following 
objectives: 
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●​ Awareness-raising — introducing the sociocultural underpinnings of formality, hierarchy, 
and politeness in English; 

●​ Guided analysis — examining authentic texts to identify pragmatic markers and discourse 
organization; 

●​ Controlled practice — reconstructing dialogues and speeches using formal register 
conventions; 

●​ Reflective practice — journaling insights about pragmatic adaptation and interpersonal 
tone. 

Instruction emphasized conscious recognition of pragmatic markers, register shifts, and tone 
adjustment. Learners engaged in weekly simulations (e.g., academic presentations, professional 
meetings) designed to reproduce real-world contexts where formal English is used. The teacher 
acted as facilitator, guiding metapragmatic reflection rather than prescribing formulaic responses. 
Three complementary instruments were employed: 

Discourse analysis worksheets, documenting learners’ identification and use of formal 
features; 

Situational role-plays, evaluated through discourse-based rubrics measuring 
appropriateness, tone, and politeness; 

Reflective journals, where participants analyzed their communicative decisions and 
challenges. Data were analyzed through qualitative thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
Thematic coding was applied to students’ reflective journals and role-play transcripts to identify 
recurring patterns of pragmatic awareness, transfer, and adaptation. Instances of pragmatic 
failure (e.g., over-directness, inappropriate informality) were compared across pre- and 
post-intervention performances. Improvements were traced through changes in lexical choice, 
mitigation strategies, and discourse organization. 

To ensure validity, researcher triangulation and peer review of coded data were 
conducted. Quantitative indicators (frequency of pragmatic markers, error counts) were used 
descriptively to support qualitative interpretation. 

The analysis of post-intervention data revealed a substantial improvement in learners’ 
sociolinguistic competence, particularly in their ability to perceive, interpret, and reproduce 
contextually appropriate discourse features in English. This enhancement was evident across all 
data sources — discourse analysis worksheets, role-play performances, and reflective journals — 
providing a triangulated confirmation of pedagogical impact. Following the intervention, learners 
demonstrated a markedly improved ability to distinguish between formal and informal registers 
in English communication. In pre-intervention tasks, students frequently employed direct 
translations from Spanish expressions, producing utterances that sounded overly casual or 
excessively direct in English (e.g., “Send me your paper tomorrow” instead of “Could you please  
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send your paper by tomorrow?”). After sustained exposure to authentic formal discourse, 
students became more adept at adjusting register according to the communicative context, 
interlocutor status, and situational demands. 

Discourse analyses indicated that students began to consciously incorporate formality 
cues such as modal verbs (“would,” “might,” “could”), politeness softeners (“perhaps,” “I was 
wondering if…”), and institutional lexical choices (“submit,” “proceed,” “clarify”) when 
addressing superiors or formal audiences. This shift suggests that learners internalized not just 
surface-level expressions but the deeper pragmatic logic governing formality in English-speaking 
contexts. 

Learners also exhibited a notable refinement in their use of mitigation and deference 
strategies, which are essential components of English politeness frameworks (Brown & 
Levinson, 1987). During pre-intervention role-plays, many learners defaulted to imperative forms 
or emotional intensifiers typical of Spanish sociolinguistic style. However, post-intervention data 
reflected increased use of indirect requests, stance softeners, and face-saving devices that align 
with Anglo-pragmatic conventions. 

For instance, in formal meeting simulations, students replaced commands like “You must 
finish this report” with more socially nuanced alternatives such as “It would be great if you could 
finalize this report by Friday.” This evolution highlights an expanded awareness of how authority 
and solidarity are linguistically balanced in English, contrasting with the relational 
expressiveness found in Spanish interaction. 

Learners’ reflective journals revealed heightened metapragmatic consciousness — the 
ability to think about language use and its social implications.  

Many participants articulated a new understanding of the link between linguistic form, 
power dynamics, and interpersonal respect. One participant noted: “In Spanish, we show 
closeness even in professional contexts, but in English, I now understand that distance can mean 
respect.” Such reflections illustrate not only linguistic growth but also intercultural sensitivity, 
which is central to sociolinguistic competence. Furthermore, students expressed increased 
confidence in navigating academic and professional interactions. This aligns with previous 
findings by House (2008) and Hyland (2005), who emphasized that exposure to authentic formal 
discourse enhances pragmatic self-regulation and communicative control. 

Comparative discourse analysis between pre- and post-intervention performances 
demonstrated a decrease in pragmatic transfer from Spanish to English. Initially, learners tended 
to rely on culturally embedded norms of warmth and expressivity, leading to overuse of personal 
pronouns, emotional intensifiers, and elliptical constructions. After the intervention, their output 
displayed more objective tone, precise lexical choices, and consistent use of hedging and stance 
markers, which are key indicators of English formality and professionalism. 
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The results validate the hypothesis that systematic engagement with English formal 
discourse contributes directly to the enhancement of sociolinguistic competence in Spanish 
learners. This supports earlier work by Kasper & Schmidt (1996) and Bardovi-Harlig (2013), 
who argued that explicit exposure to pragmatic norms facilitates conscious awareness and 
transfer control. 

Pedagogically, the findings highlight the importance of integrating discourse-based 
instruction within foreign language curricula. Traditional grammar-focused teaching often 
overlooks the socio-pragmatic dimensions of communication. The success of this intervention 
underscores that authentic discourse analysis, when paired with reflective practice, equips 
learners with pragmatic flexibility — the ability to calibrate tone, politeness, and register 
appropriately across contexts. 

In sum, the findings affirm that language learning is a deeply social and cultural process. 
The learners’ progress from intuitive to intentional use of English formal discourse marks a 
significant advancement toward intercultural communicative competence, aligning them with the 
pragmatic expectations of global academic and professional environments. 

The findings of this study confirm that exposure to English formal discourse has a 
measurable and transformative effect on the sociolinguistic competence of Spanish learners. 

Through a carefully designed discourse-analytic intervention, participants not only 
improved their linguistic accuracy but also developed a deeper awareness of how language 
operates as a social and cultural system. 

The results highlight that sociolinguistic competence extends beyond grammatical 
mastery — it encompasses the ability to recognize and reproduce communicative norms that 
reflect cultural expectations, power dynamics, and social distance. Learners’ ability to adjust 
formality, employ mitigation strategies, and interpret interpersonal tone demonstrates that 
pragmatic awareness can indeed be cultivated through explicit and reflective instruction. 

Enhanced pragmatic awareness: Learners became more sensitive to the contextual 
parameters of communication, successfully shifting between formal and informal registers. 
Improved discourse control: Exposure to authentic formal English materials fostered mastery of 
tone, stance, and politeness markers characteristic of academic and professional communication. 
Intercultural insight: Participants began to interpret linguistic form as a reflection of social 
hierarchy, adopting English norms of deference and neutrality while preserving cultural identity. 
Reduced pragmatic transfer: Students showed decreased interference from Spanish 
communicative habits, aligning their expression more closely with English pragmatic 
conventions. The study’s outcomes bear significant implications for foreign language pedagogy, 
especially in contexts where English is taught to speakers of Romance languages such as 
Spanish. 
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First, formal discourse analysis should be systematically integrated into advanced ESL 
and EFL curricula. Authentic exposure to professional genres — lectures, business 
correspondence, institutional communication — allows learners to internalize pragmatic 
conventions naturally. 

Second, reflective practices such as journals, self-assessment, and peer feedback promote 
metapragmatic awareness, enabling learners to consciously monitor and refine their 
communicative choices. 

Third, contrastive pragmatics should be emphasized. By comparing native and 
target-language discourse patterns, learners identify the underlying cultural logics of politeness, 
directness, and interpersonal distance, reducing the likelihood of pragmatic failure. 

Finally, teacher training programs must incorporate sociolinguistic and intercultural 
components, equipping educators to guide students beyond grammatical correctness toward 
communicative appropriateness and cultural empathy. 

While this study focused on Spanish learners of English, future research could expand to 
other linguistic and cultural groups to validate the universality of the findings. A mixed-methods 
approach incorporating quantitative measurement of pragmatic gains could further substantiate 
qualitative insights. Longitudinal studies might also assess the long-term retention of pragmatic 
competence and its transferability to real-world communication outside the classroom. The 
development of sociolinguistic competence through formal discourse engagement positions 
learners not merely as language users but as intercultural communicators — individuals capable 
of navigating linguistic diversity with respect, precision, and adaptability. Integrating English 
formal discourse into language education thus represents a powerful pedagogical tool for 
preparing globally competent speakers who understand that communication is both a linguistic 
act and a social performance. 
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