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Abstract. In English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classrooms, teacher talk plays 

a crucial role in shaping the quality of instruction and student engagement. Among 

various aspects of teacher discourse, task instructions are particularly significant as 

they guide learners’ understanding of classroom activities and influence their 

participation. This paper explores the linguistic and pragmatic features of teacher task 

instructions and examines how these features affect learner engagement. Drawing on 

discourse analysis and classroom interaction studies, the paper highlights key strategies 

that can improve instructional clarity and foster active student involvement. 

 

Introduction 

Effective communication in the classroom is central to successful language 

teaching. In EFL contexts, where students rely heavily on teacher input, the clarity and 

structure of teacher instructions become even more important. Task instructions, as a 

specific type of classroom discourse, serve not only to organize activities but also to 

scaffold learning and motivate participation. 

Previous research has emphasized that poorly delivered instructions can lead to 

confusion, reduced participation, and ineffective learning outcomes (Scrivener, 2011). 

Conversely, well-structured and interactive instructions can enhance comprehension 

and engagement. Therefore, analyzing the discourse features of teacher instructions is 

essential for improving teaching practices. 

This paper aims to explore how linguistic choices and pragmatic functions in 

teacher task instructions contribute to learner engagement. It also suggests practical 

implications for EFL teachers. 

Literature Review 

Teacher talk has long been a subject of interest in language education research. 

According to Penny Ur (1996), effective instructions should be clear, concise, and 

appropriately graded according to students’ proficiency levels. Similarly, Jeremy 

Harmer (2007) argues that instructions should include demonstration, checking 

understanding, and the use of simple language. 

From a discourse analysis perspective, classroom interaction is shaped by patterns 

such as Initiation–Response–Feedback (IRF), which also influence how instructions are 

delivered (Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975). In this framework, instructions often function 

as initiating moves that set the stage for learner responses. 

Research in Discourse Analysis highlights that teacher instructions are not merely 

informational but also perform pragmatic functions such as directing, motivating, and 

managing classroom behavior. These functions are closely related to learner 

engagement, which includes behavioral, emotional, and cognitive dimensions 

(Fredricks et al., 2004). 

Methodological Approach 
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This paper adopts a qualitative approach based on discourse analysis. It draws on 

examples from typical EFL classroom interactions and analyzes them in terms of: 

• Linguistic features (e.g., sentence structure, vocabulary choice, clarity) 

• Pragmatic functions (e.g., directive, explanatory, motivational) 

• Interactional strategies (e.g., checking understanding, elicitation) 

The analysis focuses on how these elements contribute to or hinder learner 

engagement. 

Analysis and Discussion 

1. Linguistic Features of Task Instructions 

One of the most important aspects of effective instructions is linguistic simplicity. 

Teachers often need to adjust their language to match students’ proficiency levels. For 

example, using short sentences, common vocabulary, and clear sequencing markers 

(e.g., “first,” “then,” “finally”) can significantly improve comprehension. 

Complex grammatical structures or excessive information can overwhelm 

learners, especially at lower levels. Therefore, simplifying language without reducing 

content is a key skill for teachers. 

2. Pragmatic Functions of Instructions 

Task instructions serve multiple pragmatic functions: 

• Directive function: guiding students on what to do 

• Explanatory function: clarifying how to complete the task 

• Motivational function: encouraging participation 

For instance, instead of saying “Do exercise 5,” a teacher might say, “Let’s try 

exercise 5 together—this will help you practice speaking.” The second example not only 

directs but also motivates students. 

This shows that the way instructions are framed can influence students’ 

willingness to participate. 

3. Interactional Strategies and Engagement 

Effective teachers do not simply give instructions; they also ensure that students 

understand them. This is often done through Instruction Checking Questions (ICQs), 

such as: 

• “Are you working alone or in pairs?” 

• “How many minutes do you have?” 

These strategies help avoid confusion and keep students focused. According to Jim 

Scrivener (2011), checking understanding is a crucial step that many teachers overlook. 

Additionally, using gestures, demonstrations, and examples can further enhance 

clarity and engagement. 

4. Impact on Learner Engagement 

Clear and interactive instructions can significantly improve learner engagement in 

several ways: 

• Behavioral engagement: students actively participate in tasks 

• Emotional engagement: students feel confident and motivated 

• Cognitive engagement: students understand the purpose of the task 

On the other hand, unclear instructions can lead to confusion, off-task behavior, 

and reduced motivation. 

Implications for Teaching Practice 

Based on the analysis, several practical recommendations can be made: 

1. Use simple and clear language appropriate to students’ level 
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2. Break instructions into manageable steps 

3. Demonstrate tasks whenever possible 

4. Use ICQs to check understanding 

5. Incorporate motivational language to encourage participation 

These strategies can help teachers improve the effectiveness of their instructions 

and create a more engaging learning environment. 

Conclusion 

Teacher task instructions play a vital role in shaping classroom interaction and 

learner engagement in EFL settings. By paying attention to linguistic clarity, pragmatic 

functions, and interactional strategies, teachers can significantly enhance the 

effectiveness of their instructions. 

This paper has shown that instructions are not merely procedural but also 

pedagogical tools that influence how students engage with learning activities. Future 

research could involve empirical classroom data to further explore this relationship. 
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