



Information: The Importance of Context 

Contextual understanding is what allows us to function in new or different situations when we may not be familiar with the place, the specific situation or the people.  We bring to each context our previous knowledge of similar situations and use that knowledge to make sense of newness. Setting context is crucial in a language lesson because it prepares learners mentally, emotionally, and linguistically for the task ahead. It helps learners make sense of new language or understand a text by linking it to real-world situations, familiar topics, or logical expectations. Without clear context, learners may feel lost, overwhelmed, or disconnected from the material. With context, they have a "map" to guide them — they know what kind of language, tone, ideas, and structures they should expect. As a teacher you need to think what of the contextual clues will help your learners most.

Context includes:
Topic
What the text or conversation is about. (e.g., holidays, environmental issues, job interviews)

Situation
Where and when the communication is happening. (e.g., in a restaurant, at a job interview, during a phone call)

Participants
Who is involved and their relationship to each other.  (e.g., friends, strangers, teacher-student, boss-employee). What tone do they use with each other? Does their relationship affect the language they use?

Purpose
Why the communication is happening and what the intended outcome is. (e.g., to complain, to persuade, to inform, to make plans)
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Genre/Text Type
The format or style of the communication. (e.g., email, news report, menu, novel, blog post)

Cultural Expectations
What is normal, polite, or expected in that situation. (E.g., ways of greeting, politeness strategies, formality levels and different registers)

Visual and Layout Clues
Any images, design, or structure that gives hints about the text. (e.g., headings, bullet points, bold print, images)

Remember that contextual clues can be the basis of text gist questions.
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