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Abstract

The paper examines the effects of task structure and task immediacy in ARTICLE HISTORY
attentional allocation in the process of engaging with (L2) speech Received: 17 November 2025
production among international learners of English as an additional Revised: 24 June 2026
language (EAL) in Canada. In a series of four experimental conditions Accepted: 16 July 2026
(structural support (structured vs. unstructured)) and immediacy
(Here/Now), sixty B2 learners were asked to complete a narrative task.
There/Then). Participants provided retrospective verbal reports to
establish the sources of dysfluency in their speech. There are four
processing stages: conceptualization, lexical encoding, syntactic encoding,
and phonological encoding, which were based on the model of speech
production proposed by Levelt to code the dysfluency markers. The
findings indicated that unstructured tasks produced more pauses
associated with conceptualization, suggesting greater requirements for
message planning. Conversely, There/Then condition tasks, especially
with structural support, had many more dysfluencies that were lexical,
syntactic, and phonological encoding in nature, indicating increased focus
on the linguistic form. The large effect size across conditions indicates that
task design strongly influenced the allocation of attentional resources.
Most notably, structured narratives in the past tense, without contextual
support, significantly heightened attention to form, as evidenced by
increased pauses during lexical, syntactic, and phonological encoding.
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Introduction

In second language acquisition (SLA), noticing of linguistic form plays a central role in
converting input to intake. According to the Noticing Hypothesis, put forward by Schmidt
(1990, 2001), acquisition of language cannot take place unless the learner pays attention
to certain features of linguistics. In task-based language teaching (TBLT), however, it is a
continuous concern to maintain focus on form and still maintain meaningful
communication (Dao et al.,, 2017; Ng et al., 2025). This issue has led scholars to explore
the effects of task design variables, especially task complexity, on learners’ allocation of
attentional resources (Saeedi, 2023b).

Task complexity is perceived to influence the balance among fluency, accuracy, and
complexity (CAF) (Wang & Jin, 2022). Skehan (2009) theorizes that attentional resources
are limited: increasing cognitive demands can enhance one dimension, such as accuracy,
at the expense of others, such as fluency. The Cognition Hypothesis introduced by
Robinson (2011) proposes that learners have access to numerous pools of cognitive
resources, and that resource-directing manipulations (e.g., tHere-and-Now) can lead to
simultaneous gains in both complexity and accuracy. The interpretation of these
opposing claims has a psycholinguistic basis, drawing on Levelt's (1989) speech
production model, which comprises four stages: conceptualization, formulation,
articulation, and monitoring. Although there is a considerable amount of research in this
field, previous studies have mostly looked at task dimensions, namely structure and
immediacy, separately and have focused on the superficial CAF results. Their interactive
effects or even psycholinguistic signs (markers of dysfluency) indicating real-time
attentional distribution have received less attention. In response to this gap, the current
research examines the interaction between the narrative task structure and immediacy,
and their influence on the attentional orientation of speech by international EAL learners.
This study provides a unique contribution to task-based SLA by operationalizing
attentional shifts using psycholinguistic data, combining the Levelt model with the Trade-
off and Cognition Hypotheses.

Although the area of task complexity research has developed over the years, less is known
about the interaction of multiple dimensions of tasks to affect attentional distribution in
real-time. Specifically, a few studies have operationalized it as psycholinguistic markers,
including dysfluency markers. To fill this gap, this study analyses the joint effects of
narrative task structure and immediacy on attentional orientation during oral
performance among international students learning EAL. By situating the study within
Levelt’s (1990) speech production model and modeling the interaction between Skehan'’s
Trade-off Hypothesis and Robinson’s Cognition Hypothesis, this research makes a novel
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contribution to task-based SLA. The given approach offers a more direct insight into the
cognitive processes of EAL learners as they perform tasks, which is a gap in the current
literature. The study is especially applicable to Canadian ESL settings in which learners
belong to diverse language groups and communicate in real-world contexts.

The study is guided by the following research questions:

RQ1: In what ways does task structure (structured versus unstructured) influence the
attention allocation of international EAL learners during narrative speech production, as
indicated by dysfluency markers associated with conceptualization, lexical encoding,
syntactic encoding, and phonological encoding?

RQ2z: How does task immediacy (Here/Now versus There/Then) influence the attentional
focus of international EAL learners across the same dimensions of speech processing?
RQ3: What are the interactive effects of task structure and immediacy on learners'
attention distribution during narrative speech tasks?

Literature Review

Task Complexity Effects on L2 Speaking Performance

Research on variables of task design has shown that task attributes influence the manner
in which learners allocate cognitive resources when performing tasks (Vasylets et al.,
2017; Chapman etal., 2025). Of these variables, task complexity has been given continued
attention as the systematic manipulation of cognitive demands affects the way learners
use their limited attentional capacity during task completion and learning (Kim, 2020).
Empirical evidence repeatedly demonstrates that altering cognitive demands profoundly
influences the allocation of attentional capacity among learners throughout task
completion and acquisition. Research shows that higher task complexity, such as
requiring learners to retell a story in the past tense without visual aids (i.e., a
“There/Then” task), can enhance their focus on linguistic form, leading to greater
accuracy in second language (L2) output (Gilabert, 2007; Rahimpour & Mehrang, 2010;
Jung, 2020). Moreover, studies indicate that structured tasks are more likely to guide
learners’ attention towards the formal components of language, as reflected by improved
accuracy scores (Skehan, 2021; Vasylets et al.,, 2017).

However, these findings are primarily grounded in observable linguistic variables—
complexity, accuracy, and fluency and often lack psycholinguistic depth (Ahmadian et al,,
2012; Javad Ahmadian et al., 2015; Najmi, 2021). Fukuta (2016) provided an analytical
framework for dysfluency markers, categorizing them by their root causes, including
lexical, syntactic, and phonological encoding, as well as conceptualization. The method is
designed to offer a better understanding of learners’ attention states while performing a
task.

Empirical evidence suggests that task-complexity effects do not tend to be consistent in
performance dimensions. Although in some studies accuracy improves as cognitive
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demands increase, in other dimensions, especially fluency and lexical diversity, tend to
decline, indicating that learners are forced to balance conflicting processing
requirements within the limited attentional capacity (Skehan, 2009; Tavakoli & Foster,
2011). This conflict is consistent with the old argument between the Limited Attentional
Capacity model of Skehan, a model that predicts trade-offs when cognitive load is high,
and the Cognition Hypothesis of Robinson, a model that predicts that when the cognitive
load is high, complexity may facilitate development by focusing attention on linguistic
form (Robinson, 2011, 2021). According to Ortega (2005), manipulated structure and
immediacy help boost form-based processing among learners and involve meaning.
Another study conducted by Saeedi (2023a) also confirms this, finding that more complex
tasks lead to changes in attention, and structured There/Then tasks are the most effective
at focusing attention on a form. The model proposed by Levelt (1989) was used in
Ahmadian et al. (2015), who found that under conditions of complex tasking, learners
spent less effort on conceptualization and more on monitoring. This suggests that the
acquisition of accuracy may be associated with shifts in attention across different
processing stages.

Recent research demonstrated that task design influences the linguistic complexity and
fluency of learners’ speaking performance. Both Najmi (2021) and Chapman et al. (2025)
found that task types significantly affected CAF, with decision-making tasks showing the
highest scores, followed by narrative and personal information exchange tasks. Chapman
et al. (2025) showed that the design of speaking tasks among adolescent learners
influenced both the complexity and fluency effects: the length of the response during the
speech exercise led to more linguistically elaborated speech but also to processing
pressure, especially in the form of pausing. Similarly, Zhang and Bartlet (2025) have
provided a partial inverted-U pattern in a technology-mediated environment using task-
based tasks, in which moderately complex tasks tended to generate the most balanced
Complexity, Accuracy, Lexical diversity, and Fluency (CALF) profile. In their analysis, the
use of highly complex tasks tended to improve accuracy at the cost of lexical diversity, so
that high demands can encourage careful monitoring at the cost of lexical access. Notably,
Zhang and Bartlet also established that task sequencing had a major effect on fluency:
ascending sequences facilitated fluency gains over time, whereas starting the speech with
the hardest task in the sequence slowed the speaker's speed and then led to recovery.
Taken together, these findings suggest that the complexity effects of the tasks may be
dynamic rather than fixed, and that performance patterns are determined by the
distribution of cognitive load over time (Zhang & Bartlet, 2025).

Beyond performance outcomes, studies have also indicated that task complexity and
design shape learners' subjective experiences with tasks, which could help explain
variation in performance patterns. Cho (2018) also explored the ways in which the
complexity and modality of the tasks affect learners’ perceptions of difficulty, the skills,
and their interest in the task. Applying the repeated-measures design, Cho (2018)
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established that both modality and complexity had a significant influence on perceived
task difficulty. Whilst only modality had a significant impact on perceived skill and flow
experience, writing had a better perceived task difficulty-to-skill balance and stronger
flow experience. More importantly, flow experience was largely predicted by difficulty-
skill balance, indicating that attentional focus and sense of control depend on the task
demands relative to perceived abilities (Cho, 2018).

Task complexity has a significant impact on pronunciation and phonological results.
Mora-Plaza et al. (2024) examined the hypothesis that increasing the cognitive demands
of pronunciation-unrelated speaking activities would deteriorate L2 English
pronunciation. They found that, with high task difficulty, segmental accuracy decreased,
and speech was rated as more accented and slightly less comprehensible. Both Mora-
Plaza et al. (2024) and Kim and Namkung (2024) claimed that increased cognitive load
distracts from the focus on phonetic form and causes subsystem-specific costs in the face
of language that may be saved in other dimensions. Such results support the trade-off
stance of Skehan, but also clarify it: in the global context, there is no evidence of
complexity decreasing the level of accuracy, but the linguistic subsystems could be
affected differently, and phonological encoding seems to be especially susceptible to the
high cognitive load (Mora-Plaza et al., 2024; Ngo et al., 2024; Skehan, 2009).

Recently, it has also been demonstrated that task complexity may influence both
pragmatic and interpersonal aspects of L2 speaking; thereby complicating the perception
that task complexity can be well elucidated by CALF measures. In an EAP achievement-
testing setting, Chen (2022) used Robinson's (2007, 2021) resource-directing/resource-
dispersing framework to pair decision-making tasks and investigated the effects of
complexity on language use in rapport-building and on raters' ratings. According to Chen,
the overall frequency of rapport-building elements did not always depend on task
complexity, although task complexity did affect the association between these pragmatic
features and raters' perceptions of collaboration, task completion, and style.
Interestingly, the correlation between rapport language and ratings was more evident
when the task was easier, suggesting that the greater the cognitive load, the less attention
learners can devote to interpersonal and stylistic features of performance (Chen, 2022).
Both Mora-Plaza et al. (2024) and Chen (2022) arrive at the same conclusion since they
all show that the effects of task complexity are not only reflected in the outcomes of CALF
but also in the underlying processes (product-level indicators, such as ratings, global
judgments, and CALF measures), which are not fully specified.

Task Complexity Effect on Attentional Allocation and Speech Production Stages

Although research on task complexity has generated extensive findings on speaking
performance, the current literature is limited in clarifying the effects of complexity on
performance in real-time production. Most of the literature postulates indirect allocation
of attention based on product-oriented indices such as complexity, accuracy, lexical
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diversity, and fluency. The models of Limited Attentional Capacity by Skehan and the
Cognition Hypothesis by Robinson presume that the effects of task complexity act by
affecting the attentional distribution during speech production (Robinson, 2011, 2022;
Skehan, 2009). The speech production model developed by Levelt (1989) is a principled
framework that can be used to connect task demands and processing mechanisms.
Speaking is seen as a staged process that includes conceptualization, formulation (lexical
and syntactic encoding), phonological encoding, articulation, and continuous monitoring.
When task demands are high, learners are supposed to redistribute the attentional
resources during these stages, which may lead to visible failures in fluency, increased
repair, or diminished phonological accuracy (Levelt, 1989).

To fill this explanatory gap, psycholinguistic methods treat dysfluency as an opening to
the real-time processing. Fukuta (2016) proposed a framework for the analytical
assessment of dysfluency signs, divided into underlying causes, such as conceptualization
difficulty, as well as lexical, syntactic, and phonological encoding problems. This
framework will allow researchers to see dysfluency not only as a loss of fluency
worldwide but also as the manifestation of increased processing pressure when speaking
(Fukuta, 2016; Fukuta & Yamashita, 2015). This would provide a more explicit
connection between task complexity theories and empirical outcomes by mapping the
distribution of attention onto specific production processes.

More recently, Ren et al. (2023) showed that as the task complexity increased, learners'
focus on linguistic form increased as manifested in their increased monitoring during
synchronous online interaction, leading to more self-repair. They also found that task
sequence influenced the frequency of self-repair, with a simple-to-complex sequence
facilitating more repair behaviors than a complex-to-simple sequence. The results are
consistent with the suggestion that task features influence the allocation of attentional
resources when learners produce language.

The recent empirical findings reinforce the usefulness of dysfluency markers for
measuring task-induced cognitive strain and for monitoring individual differences.
Albarqi and Tavakoli (2023) found that dual-task conditions led to more repetitions and
hesitations. They found that the more proficient the learners, the fewer filled pauses they
had and the better their self-monitoring ability. These results indicate that dysfluency
patterns result from task-specific processing needs and learners' ability to control their
attention when producing speech (Albarqi & Tavakoli, 2023). Similar process-based
trends are observed in writing-based task complexity studies. According to Manchon et
al. (2023), proficiency emerged as a better predictor of performance than working
memory during complex manipulations, and thus, individual differences may mediate
complexity effects that are not solely due to cognitive constraints. On the same note, in
computer-assisted collaborative writing, Rong and Révész (2025) found that complex
integrated tasks diverted cognitive resources toward planning and organization,
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resulting in greater syntactic complexity but less accuracy in stimulated recall based on
keystroke logging. Despite their focus on writing, these studies support the more general
argument that task difficulty affects the allocation of cognitive resources between
planning, formulation, and monitoring operations, with disproportionate impacts on
performance metrics (Manchon et al,, 2023; Rong & Révész, 2025).

Studies also show that task complexity interacts with task conditions that facilitate
planning and decrease processing pressure. For example, Ryu and Lee (2018) found
interaction effects between planning and task complexity in speaking: lexical complexity
and accuracy were greater when complex tasks were supported by planning
opportunities. Similarly, Xu and Zhang (2023) established that the syntactic complexity
and functional adequacy of L2 written texts depended on the task complexity (with or
without Here-and-Now), and Sanchez and Kalamakis (2023) showed that proficiency in
written narrative performance depended on the interplay between task complexity (with
or without Here-and-Now) and proficiency. Collectively, these results indicate that the
effects of task complexity can be viewed as dynamic changes in the allocation of attention
driven by task characteristics, learner variables, and the form of cognitive load (Ryu &
Lee, 2018; Sanchéz & Kalamakis, 2023; Xu & Zhang, 2023).

Recent evidence also indicates the emergence of an orientation to process in task-based
language research. Recent studies on task-based speaking have shifted focus to the
cognitive processes involved in task performance rather than assessing it solely in terms
of complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF) (Hanzawa etal., 2026). The review highlighted
the need for more psycholinguistically informed studies examining learners' attentional
allocation during task performance, thereby supporting the present study's use of
dysfluency markers and retrospective verbal reports to investigate real-time speech
production processes.

While previous studies have examined structure OR immediacy, very few have examined
their interaction using psycholinguistic markers within a between-groups design in
multilingual EAL contexts. Recent research on task complexity has extended beyond
documenting CALF trade-offs to studying broader performance domains, such as
pronunciation, pragmatic-interactional competence, and technology-mediated task
contexts (Chen, 2022; Kim & Namkung, 2024; Mora-Plaza et al., 2024). Recent task
complexity research demonstrates a clear expansion from documenting CALF trade-offs
toward examining broader performance domains, including pronunciation, pragmatic-
interactional competence, and technology-mediated task contexts. Evidence suggests
that complexity effects may be nonlinear, subsystem-specific, and sensitive to
sequencing, planning, and learners’ subjective experience of task difficulty and control
(Cho, 2018; Zhang & Bartlet, 2025).
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Simultaneously, the literature remains inadequate in two significant respects. First, it is
assumed that the effects of complexity are mediated by the distribution of attention in
speech production. The majority of studies continue to use product-based measures and
ratings rather than psycholinguistic measures consistent with the production stages
(Fukuta, 2016; Levelt, 1989). Second, few studies have explored the interaction between
multiple task dimensions, specifically between task structure and immediacy (plus Here-
and-Now), to determine attentional allocation at any given moment of speaking (Ortega,
2005; Skehan, 2021). The current paper fills these gaps by incorporating both the Skehan
Limited Attentional Capacity model and the Cognition Hypothesis proposed by Robinson
in the context of speech production by Levelt (1989), and operationalizes the idea of
attentional allocation using the dysfluency indicators as related to conceptualization,
lexical encoding, syntactic encoding, and phonological encoding. This process perspective
provides an explanatory account of the effects of task complexity and shows that the
different stages of L2 speech production are most vulnerable under higher cognitive
demands.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework underpinning the current work is based on three
complementary schools of thought: Levelt's (1989) model of speech production, the
Trade-off Hypothesis, and the Cognition Hypothesis developed by Skehan and Robinson,
respectively. Collectively, these theories offer a psycholinguistic and task-related
explanation of how attentional resources are distributed when performing in a second
language (L2).

The model by Levelt (1989) is based on the conceptualization that speech production is
a staged process that comprises conceptualization, formulation, articulation, and
monitoring. In conceptualization, speakers produce preverbal messages; in formulation,
there is lexical, syntactic, and phonological encoding; articulation is the speech plan
implementation phase; and monitoring is the evaluation of output phase. Since these
stages depend on limited attentional capacity, more processing at one stage can require
more resources, limiting what is available to other stages. This model provides a cognitive
structure in which the signs of dysfluency can be viewed as the signs of a redistribution
of attention at processing levels.

Building on this psycholinguistic background, Skehan (2009) offers the Trade-off
Hypothesis, which argues that learners operate with a finite number of attentional
resources. The learners can direct their attention to one aspect of the performance,
accuracy or difficulty, at the cost of another, fluency, when the task demands are elevated.
In this light, the view suggests that task complexity can result in observable trade-offs
among complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF), with competition for common cognitive
resources.
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On the contrary, Robinson's (2011) Cognition Hypothesis separates resource-dispersing
and resource-directing variables. Resource-directing manipulations (e.g., *Here-and-
Now) are suggested to direct learners' attention to a particular domain of linguistics,
which may encourage increased syntactic and lexical complexity but does not necessarily
decrease accuracy. Robinson believes that greater processing and deeper cognitive
complexity in certain aspects can encourage interlanguage development.

The current research synthesizes these schools of thought by considering task structure
and task immediacy as cognitive factors that influence the distribution of attention in
narrative speech. Task structure is considered to have an impact on the conceptualization
stage by differentiating the level of organizational support, but not task immediacy
(Here/Now vs.). There/Then) is a resource-guiding variable which heightens
morphosyntactic and monitoring requirements. Attentional orientation is
operationalized in terms of conceptualization, lexical encoding, syntactic encoding, and
phonological encoding markers of disfluency, and, as a result, it would yield
psycholinguistic results regarding how task design requires cognitive effort reallocation.
By placing dysfluency analysis within these theoretical models, the study empirically
tests the emergence of conflicting predictions from the Trade-off and Cognition
Hypotheses in real-time L2 speech production.

Methodology

Design

This study employed a between-groups experimental design rather than a within-
subjects design. This design has been employed to avoid potential carryover and practice
effects when the same participants are involved in multiple task conditions. Considering
the features of the narrative tasks, if learners are exposed to one condition, it may
influence their performance in subsequent tasks, particularly in terms of lexical and
structural recall. In this manner, each participant was exposed to only a single condition,
thereby maintaining the manipulation intact and minimizing cross-condition
contamination. Although within-subjects research methods are widely employed in the
literature on task complexity (Robinson, 2011, 2022), the present study focused on
minimizing priming and repetition effects by using a between-groups design. It should be
noted that, despite avoiding inter-condition contamination, a sample size of 60
participants (15 per group) might limit the external validity of the findings. This is a
trade-off between experimental control and statistical power, a limitation of the study.

The quantitative experimental design is complemented by retrospective verbal reports
in order to gain psycholinguistic information about attentional focus on (EAL) learners’
performance during narrative tasks in Canada. The independent variable was the
complexity of the task, operationalized as various combinations of task structure and
immediacy, yielding four different conditions. All respondents did a picture-based
storytelling task in one of the following conditions (1) structured task in Here/Now
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(present tense), (2) structured task in There/Then (present tense), (3) unstructured task
in Here/Now, and (4) unstructured task in There/Then. The dependent variables were
the conceptualization, syntactic formulation, lexical retrieval, and phonological encoding
dysfluency episodes, which were compared to evaluate the attentional allocation at
different stages of speech production.

Participants

The participants in this study were 60 international college students enrolled in ESL
programs at a Canadian college. The college is a public post-secondary institution in
Ontario, where the ESL curriculum focuses on English for Academic Purposes (EAP).
Participants were recruited from "Level 4" intensive courses, which provide 20 hours of
weekly instruction specifically designed to prepare international students for diploma-
level academic integration. The students were between 18 and 32 years old and were
non-native English speakers, with English as their additional language. The group
included international students with different language backgrounds. There were 15
Ukrainians, 12 of Chinese origin, 12 of Iranian origin, 10 of Russian origin, and 12
Pakistanis. All participants were enrolled in upper-intermediate courses in ESL that are
offered to college students at Canadian institutions. The respondents reported an average
Canadian stay of 14 months (SD = 6.3), with individual stays ranging from 4 months to 3
years.

To have balanced English competence across the sample, all students were administered
the Quick Oxford Placement Test (QOPT). Their findings indicated that they had the
competence level that was in line with their placement in the course at the intermediate
level. In the fall 2023 semester, recruiting was conducted in classes held twice a week.
The decision to participate was per participant, and participants were counseled that
their involvement would not influence their academic performance and that all
confidential personal information would not be shared without their consent for research
use.

Ethical Considerations

The Sommet College Ethics Approval No. IRB-2025-017 provided ethical approval for this
study. Before participating, each participant provided their written consent. The consent
process consisted of a complete description of the aims of the study, methods, possible
risks and benefits, and guarantees of confidentiality and anonymity. They informed the
participants that they can drop out at any time with no academic or personal
consequences. To safeguard the privacy of the participants, all data were anonymized and
stored safely. In line with journal guidelines, this article's Declarations section also
includes a statement on ethics approval and consent procedures.

Instrumentation
A number of instruments were used to look at speech production and language skills:
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Narrative tasks

Two different picture-based narrative tasks produced speech samples. Based on Tavakoli
and Foster's (2011) framework, a single task included an unstructured task about a boy
and girl conducting activities in a non-linear order (like going to the beach, cycling, going
to the café, and staying in a hostel). The order of events could be changed without
changing the story's flow. This task used a set of six individual, unnumbered sketches
arranged in a randomized circular layout to prevent inherent chronological bias. The
second task had a clear problem-solution narrative: kids playing football, a ball kicked
into a hole, and getting it back by filling it with water. This contrast stresses the
distinction between those tasks that involve producing free narrative and those that
involve an underlying problem-solution structure. There is an obvious order of events
and a solution to this task. These events were outlined in a series of six-strip, numbered
comics, ensuring a logical, linear progression. These designs helped to investigate the
effects of changes in narrative structure on fluency, accuracy, and complexity of language
production (Robinson, 2011; Tavakoli & Skehan, 2009). These tasks were based on the
work of Tavakoli and Foster (2011); they helped us explore how narrative structure
influences attentional allocation during speech production.

Placement test

To maintain homogeneity among participants, all students had been administered the
institution's homogeneity test before the study began. To determine the stability of the
sample and qualify the intermediate level of competency, the Quick Oxford Placement
Test (QOPT) was to be administered. This 60-item multiple-choice test, which was
created jointly by Oxford University Press and Cambridge ESOL, has been tested to be
reliable in gaining insight into the level of the learner (Allan, 2004) and serves as an
effective way of ensuring that the participants are homogeneous and is administered in
30 minutes. The validation suggested by Allan (2004) confirms the international
recognition of the QOPT as a valuable proficiency test that yields reliable outcomes across
different learner levels and linguistic consistency within the whole group.

Procedure

The current study employed a between-groups design, which requires the participants to
complete narrative tasks of varying difficulty. The data were gathered in a quiet language
laboratory on the college campus to reduce external noise and distractions. The sessions
were one-on-one, where a researcher was present to give instructions and operate the
recording equipment. Each student was introduced to one set of pictures that matched
one of the experimental conditions to be narrated.

The structured task in here/now (ST/HN)

The Structured Task/Here-Now (ST/HN) condition reduced cognitive load in two ways:
a more basic narrative structure and continued contextual perceptivity in terms of visual
accessibility. Students were shown a structured picture series for 30 seconds before they
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produced present-tense descriptions under the Here/Now construct. This arrangement
kept the images before the participant during the entire speaking period, eliminating the
need to process them intensively since it was easy to make conclusions about visually
sequenced events (Robinson, 2011). Immediacy also enhanced narrative construction by
frequently referring to images and reducing cognitive complexity (Ahmadian et al., 2012).

Performing the structured task in there/then (ST/TT)

The Structured Task There-Then (ST/TT) condition demanded more cognitive load, as it
involved past-tense narration and no subsequent visual representation of the images.
Participants watched the orderly sequence, were then left out of sight for 30 seconds, and
then started speaking in the past tense. This setup required participants to rely heavily
on their memories while imposing heightened cognitive engagement (Xu et al.,, 2023).
The intentional use of the There/Then framework through past-tense storytelling
removed immediate visual scaffolding, which made the task as a whole more challenging.

Performing the unstructured task in here/now (UST/HN)

The Unstructured Task/Here-Now (UST/HN) condition exhibited heightened structural
complexity due to ambiguous pictorial sequences that lacked definitive narrative
initiation or resolution (Xu & Zhang, 2023). Participants were given 30 seconds to look at
the unnumbered, non-linear images, which remained in front of them while they narrated
in the present tense. Participants recounted stories in the present tense while observing
visuals, maintaining immediacy but requiring enhanced cognitive processing to navigate
the narrative's intrinsic structural disorganization.

Performing the unstructured task in there/then (UST/TT)

The Unstructured Task/There-Then (UST/TT) condition exemplified maximal
complexity by concurrently altering task structure and immediacy. Participants viewed
the unstructured images for 30 seconds; the images were then removed, and participants
were required to narrate the events from memory using the past tense. Participants
recounted unstructured narratives in the past tense without visual aids, significantly
increasing cognitive burden (Robinson, 2011). This setup required complete reliance on
memory recall and linguistic formulation, which put more strain on the cognitive
resources needed for both conceptual planning and linguistic encoding (Skehan, 2021).
These four conditions systematically determined levels of task complexity. Subsequent
speech analysis assessed fluency, accuracy, and complexity characteristics to ascertain
the impact of increasing complexity on narrative performance among
international college students using English as an additional language. The results
provided essential insights into the cognitive processing requirements across various
task settings and their implications for L2 learners' ability to produce fluent, accurate
narratives. Right after that, participants had a retrospective interview to identify the
cognitive factors that led to their dysfluencies.
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Data Coding Scheme

Speech performance analysis utilized dysfluency markers such as pauses, hesitations,
false starts, repeats, and self-repairs to assess attention allocation during language output
(Bui & Skehan, 2018) Dysfluency frequencies were calculated in relation to discourse
units. A bilingual researcher performed retrospective interviews. Participants were
encouraged to utilize their native language if desired. A second bilingual assistant
recorded, transcribed, and translated all of the interviews into English. When interviews
were conducted in participants' L1, translations were subsequently back-translated by
an independent bilingual to ensure accuracy and reduce bias.

To verify accuracy, a third researcher examined a selection of the original and translated
transcripts; any discrepancies were discussed until an agreement was achieved. The
interview technique adhered to Fukuta (2016), employing playback of recorded
narrations to prompt participant reflection on challenging circumstances. This strategy
helped make it clear if the pauses were caused by conceptual, lexical, syntactic, or
phonological processes. This triangulation of real-time dysfluencies with learners’
reflections reinforces the connection between observed pauses and Levelt's (Levelt,
1989) stages of speech production.

Speech data were coded categorically to illustrate the underlying cognitive processes,
including conceptualization (content planning and message formulation), syntactic
encoding (word order and morphosyntactic processing), lexical choice (vocabulary
selection), and phonological encoding (pronunciation and prosodic features). These four
categories were used to code transcripts and speech data. A fifth of the data was coded
by two trained raters, who achieved high inter-rater reliability (0.87). The discrepancies
were resolved by conversation. To ensure accuracy, researchers analyzed pauses using
GoldWave software.

The inter-rater reliability was also achieved with two raters independently coding 25
percent of the data (Cohen 0.87), and the differences were solved through discussion.
GoldWave software was used to accurately measure pauses. Silent pauses were coded as
300 milliseconds or more of silent speech, which was acoustically identified in GoldWave.
The filtering was done to avoid pauses shorter than 300 ms since the micro-hesitations,
which do not imply any substantive planning processes, were excluded. We also provided
effect sizes (partial n 2 with ANOVAs and Cohen d with pairwise comparisons). The
examples of retrospective comments demonstrated how instances of dysfluency in
learners reflected real-time difficulties in cognitive processes and in the strategic use of
attention across various speech production processes.

The following are the retrospective comments (RCs) of some participants:
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Conceptualization

Ex: In the picture, several students are playing soccer. Participant RC: In the first place, I
thought that they were children, and then I realized that they were on a school field. I
figured they must be students.

Syntactic encoding: Example

[ see some kids who are playing soccer in the park. RC of the participant: I was not certain
whether | would say they are playing or just play. | used the present continuous tense
because I felt it was the best option.

Phonological encoding

Sample: There is a scene in a cafe where the boy and the girl are having something to
drink. Participant, RC: I was not sure how the word cafe was pronounced. [ was thinking
about whether it was /kae’fei/ or/kafi/.

Lexical choice: Example
Afterward, they go to the beach to swim. Participant’s RC: [ wasn’t sure if "beach” was the
best word. I was thinking maybe "seaside" would be more fitting.

Quantitative Data Analysis

Quantitative analysis of the protocol-coded data was performed using SPSS software. To
calculate the frequency of episodes involving conceptualizing, syntactic encoding,
phonological encoding, and lexical choice, descriptive statistics were used. After this, the
means of various episodes were compared between groups through one-way ANOVA.
The Scheffe post hoc test has been used to determine specific differences between the
groups.

Results

The two research questions of the study concerned the effects of task demands and the
variables of structure and immediacy on the attention orientation of EAL students, as
indicated by the number of dysfluency markers across conceptualization, syntactic
encoding, lexical choice, and phonological encoding. The results are presented for the
four experimental conditions. Table 1 provides the means and standard deviations for
the participants' performance across these conditions.

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for the four dependent variables:
lexical encoding, syntactic encoding, phonological encoding, and conceptualization
across the four task conditions (ST/HN, UST/HN, ST/TT, UST/TT).
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Table 1
Mean Frequencies of Dysfluency Markers Across Task Conditions
Dependent Variable ST/HN UST/HN ST/TT UST/TT
Lexical Encoding 5.73 2.33 9.00 5.60
Syntactic Encoding 2.86 0.86 4.73 2.80
Phonological Encoding 0.73 0.13 1.33 0.80
Conceptualization 3.06 5.86 0.72 3.60

Note: The values in parentheses are standard deviations.

Table 2
Mean Frequency of Dysfluency Markers by Processing Stage and Task Type
Dependent Variable Source Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Lexical Encoding Between Groups 333.467 3 111.156 12.66 .000
Within Groups 491.867 56 8.783
Total 825.333 59
Syntactic Encoding Between Groups 112.183 3 37.394 12.71 .000
Within Groups 164.800 56 2.943
Total 276.983 59
Phonological Encoding  Between Groups 10.850 3 3.617 14.07 .000
Within Groups 14.400 56 0.257
Total 25.250 59
Conceptualization Between Groups 199.783 3 66.594 14.50 .000
Within Groups 257.200 56 4.593
Total 456.983 59

Note. Values represent the mean number of episodes. *p <.05.

As displayed in Table 2, manipulating task complexity through the variables of structure
and immediacy significantly affected the number of dysfluency episodes related to lexical
encoding, F (3, 56) = 12.66, p < .001, partial n? = .40. Regarding syntactic encoding, the
statistical analyses indicate that the group mean differences caused by varying task
demands were significant, F (3, 56) = 12.71, p < .001, partial n? = .41. Similarly,
phonological encoding results showed statistically significant mean differences, F (3, 56)
= 14.07, p < .001, partial n* = .43. Finally, for conceptualization, the group mean
differences also reached statistical significance, F (3, 56) = 14.50, p <.001, partial n* = .44.
According to Cohen’s (Cohen et al., 2018)guidelines, all partial n* values represent large
effect sizes, indicating that task condition explained a substantial proportion of variance
for each dependent variable.

Thus, based on the one-way ANOVA results, it can be concluded that modifying task
demands, through different combinations of structure and immediacy, significantly
influenced learners’ shifts in attention. This is reflected in the varying numbers of
dysfluency markers related to lexical encoding, syntactic encoding, phonological
encoding, and conceptualization.
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The Effects of Task Structure on Attention Allocation

To address Research Question 1 (In what ways does task structure influence the attention
allocation of international EAL learners during narrative speech production?), we
compared the structured (ST) and unstructured (UST) conditions within both immediacy
levels (Here/Now and There/Then). The analysis focused on four categories of
dysfluency markers: conceptualization, lexical encoding, syntactic encoding, and
phonological encoding. The results are summarized in Table 3 and detailed below. As
shown in Table 3, in general, performing the more demanding unstructured narrative
resulted in fewer dysfluency episodes related to form (i.e., lexical, syntactic, and
phonological encodings). However, it led to more instances of dysfluency markers related
to conceptualization. The statistical significance of these differences was confirmed
through the Scheffe test results, which are reported below.

Table 3
Post-hoc Scheffe Test Results on the Effects of Task Structure on Learners’ Attention
Orientation

Cross-Group Dependent Variable ST/HN vs. Mean Sig. ST/TT vs.
Comparisons UST/HN Difference UST/TT
Lexical Encoding 3.40 0.027* 3.40 0.027*
Syntactic Encoding 2.00 0.024* 1.93 0.031*
Phonological 0.60 0.021* 0.53 0.050*
Encoding
Conceptualization -2.80 0.009* -2.86 0.007*

Note: Mean difference is significant at the .05 level.

As presented in Tables 1 and 3, the mean difference for episodes related to lexical
encoding between the ST/HN (M = 5.73, SD = 3.34) and UST/HN (M = 2.33, SD = 2.71)
groups was statistically significant, p = .027, indicating that the ST/HN group produced
more instances of episodes related to lexical encoding. In terms of syntactic encoding, the
ST/HN group (M = 2.86, SD = 1.92) showed a higher mean compared to the UST/HN group
(M = 0.86, SD = 1.35), with a significant difference, p = .024. Likewise, a significant
difference was observed for phonological encoding, with the ST/HN group (M = 0.73, SD
=0.45) producing more dysfluency markers than the UST/HN group (M =0.13,SD = 0.35),
p =.021. Regarding conceptualization, the UST/HN group (M = 5.86, SD = 2.44) produced
significantly more episodes related to conceptualization than the ST/HN group (M = 3.06,
SD = 2.46), p =.009.

Forthe ST/TT (M =9.00,SD =2.03) and UST/TT (M = 5.60, SD = 3.52) groups, a significant
mean difference was found for lexical encoding episodes, p = .027, indicating that the
ST/TT group produced more instances of these episodes. The ST/TT group (M = 4.73, SD
= 1.86) also showed significantly more syntactic encoding episodes compared to the
UST/TT group (M =2.80,SD = 1.65), p=.031. For phonological encoding, the ST/TT group
(M = 1.33, SD = 0.61) outperformed the UST/TT group (M = 0.80, SD = 0.56), with a
significant mean difference, p =.05. Regarding conceptualization, the UST/TT group (M =
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3.60, SD = 2.29) had significantly more episodes related to conceptualization than the
ST/TT group (M = 0.72, SD = 1.03), p =.007. These results suggest that increasing task
demands, particularly in terms of structure, leads learners to focus on message
conveyance, emphasizing conceptualization primarily.

The Effects of Task Immediacy on Attentional Focus

To address Research Question 2, how does task immediacy (Here/Now vs. There/Then)
influence the attentional focus of international EAL learners, we compared the Here/Now
(HN) and There/Then (TT) conditions across both structured and unstructured tasks.
This analysis also focused on the four -categories of dysfluency markers:
conceptualization, lexical encoding, syntactic encoding, and phonological encoding. The
relevant comparisons are presented in Table 4 and elaborated below.

Table 4
Post-hoc Scheffe Test Results on the Effects of Inmediacy on Learners’ Attention Orientation
Cross-Group Dependent Variable ST/HN vs.ST/TT UST/HN vs. UST/TT
Comparisons
Mean Difference Sig.
Lexical Encoding -3.10 .040*
Syntactic Encoding -1.80 .035*
Phonological Encoding -0.55 .022*
Conceptualization 2.20 .042*

Note: Mean differences are significant at the .05 level.

As displayed in Tables 1 and 4, the mean difference for episodes related to lexical
encoding between ST/HN (M = 5.73, SD = 3.34) and ST/TT (M = 9.00, SD = 2.03) groups
was significant, p=.036,d = 1.07 (large), suggesting that the ST/TT group produced more
episodes related to lexical encoding. Regarding syntactic encoding, the participants in the
ST/HN group (M = 2.86, SD = 1.92) produced fewer dysfluency markers than those in the
ST/TT group (M = 4.73, SD = 1.86), p = .040, d = 0.97 (large). Similarly, the mean
difference between the ST/HN (M = 0.73, SD = 0.45) and the ST/TT group (M = 1.33, SD
= 0.61) was significant for episodes related to phonological encoding, p =.021,d = 1.26
(very large). As for conceptualization, a comparison between the ST/HN (M = 3.06, SD =
2.46) and ST/TT (M = 0.72, SD = 1.03) groups revealed that the ST/HN group produced
more episodes related to conceptualization, p =.040, d = -1.04 (large).

Comparing the mean difference between the UST/HN (M = 2.33, SD = 2.71) and UST/TT
(M = 5.60, SD = 3.52) groups showed a statistically significant difference in terms of
episodes related to lexical encoding, p =.036, suggesting that the UST/TT group produced
more episodes related to lexical encoding. Similarly, the mean difference between the
UST/HN (M = 0.86, SD = 1.35) and UST/TT (M = 2.80, SD = 1.65) groups was significant
for episodes related to syntactic encoding, p = .031, with the UST/TT group showing a
higher mean. For phonological encoding, the mean for the UST/HN group (M =0.13,SD =
0.35) was significantly lower than the UST/TT group (M = 0.80, SD = 0.56), p = .008.
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Regarding conceptualization, the mean for the UST/HN group (M = 5.86, SD = 2.44) was
significantly higher than the UST/TT group (M = 3.60, SD = 2.29), p = .048.

These findings confirm the hypothesis that as task-immediacy difficulty increases, the
frequency of episodes of lexical, syntactic, and phonological encoding increases, whereas
the incidence of pauses due to conceptualization decreases.

The Interactive Effects of Task Structure and Immediacy on Attention Distribution

Finally, we investigated the interactive effects of task structure and immediacy on
learners' attention distribution during narrative speech tasks to answer Research
Question 3 (What are the interactive effects of task structure and immediacy on learners'
attention distribution during narrative speech tasks?). We examined how the
combination of task structure (structured vs. unstructured) and task immediacy
(Here/Now vs. There/Then) influenced learners’ attention allocation. Specifically, we
compared the Structured/There-Then (ST/TT) condition with the other three task
conditions to identify whether any compounded or synergistic effects occurred. The
results are presented in Table 5 and discussed below. As shown in Table 5, learners in the
ST/TT condition produced the highest number of dysfluency markers related to lexical,
syntactic, and phonological encodings. Additionally, these learners showed the lowest
number of episodes related to conceptualization, indicating that their focus was more on
the form of speech rather than message conveyance.

Table 5
Post-hoc Scheffe Test Results on the Combined Effects of Structure and Immediacy on
Learners’ Attention Orientation

Cross-Group Dependent Variable ST/TT vs. ST/TT vs. ST/TT vs.
Comparisons ST/HN UST/HN UST/TT
Lexical Encoding 3.26 (.036%) 6.66 (.000%) 3.4 (.027%)
Syntactic Encoding 1.86 (.040%) 3.86 (.000%) 1.93 (.031%)
Phonological .6 (.021%) 1.2 (.000%) .53 (.050%)
Encoding
Conceptualization -2.33 (.040%) -5.13 (.000%*) -2.86 (.007%)

Note: Mean difference is significant at the .05 level

As displayed in Tables 1 and 5, the mean difference for the occurrence of episodes related
to lexical encoding between ST/TT (M = 9.00, SD = 2.03) and ST/HN (M =5.73, SD = 3.34)
groups was significant, p = .036, d = 1.05 (large), Regarding syntactic encoding, the
participants in the ST/TT group (M = 4.73, SD = 1.86) produced more instances of
dysfluency markers than their counterparts in the ST/HN group (M = 2.86, SD = 1.92), p
=.040, d = 0.97 (large). Similarly, the mean difference between the ST/TT (M = 1.33, SD
=0.61) and the ST/HN group (M =0.73, SD = 0.45) was significant for episodes related to
phonological encoding, p = .021, d = 1.26 (very large). Finally, concerning
conceptualization, a comparison between the ST/TT (M =0.72, SD = 1.03) and ST/HN (M
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= 3.06, SD = 2.46) groups revealed that the former group generated fewer instances of
dysfluency markers caused by conceptualization, p =.040, d = -1.04 (large).

Comparing the mean difference between the ST/TT (M =9, SD = 2.03) and UST/HN (M =
2.33, SD = 2.71) groups showed a statistically significant mean difference in terms of
episodes related to lexical encoding, p < .001, d = 2.42 (very large), showing that the
former group produced more instances of this type of episode. In the same vein, the mean
differences between the ST/TT (M = 4.73, SD = 1.86) and the UST/HN group (M =.86, SD
=1.35) p<.001,d = 2.28 (very large) were significant with respect to episodes related to
syntactic encoding, p = .000, pointing to the higher mean of the former group. As for
episodes related to phonological encoding, the mean for the ST/TT group (M = 1.33, SD
= .61) was significantly higher than the UST/HN group (M =.13,SD =.35),p<.001,d =
2.48 (very large). On the other hand, the results for episodes related to conceptualization
showed that the mean of the ST/TT group (M =.72, SD = 1.03) was significantly lower
than the UST/HN group (M = 5.86, SD = 2.44), p <.001, d = -2.22 (very large).

The mean difference for episodes related to lexical encoding between the ST/TT (M =9,
SD = 2.03) and UST/TT (M = 5.6, SD = 3.52) groups was significant, p = .027, d = 1.08
(large), suggesting that the former group produced more instances. Regarding syntactic
encoding, the participants in the ST/TT group (M = 4.73, SD = 1.86) also yielded more
dysfluency markers than those in the UST/TT group (M = 2.8, SD = 1.65), p =.031,d =
1.07 (large). Likewise, the mean difference between the ST/TT (M = 1.33, SD =.61) and
the UST/TT group (M = .8, SD =.56) was significant with regard to episodes associated
with phonological encodings, p = .05. Finally, concerning episodes connected with
conceptualization, the comparison between the ST/TT (M =.72, SD = 1.03) and UST/TT
(M =3.6,SD = 2.29) p=.007, d = -1.18 (large) revealed that the latter group produced
more dysfluency markers caused by conceptualizing their message.

Altogether, the above results indicate that reducing task demands in terms of structure
while simultaneously increasing them with respect to immediacy results in a maximum
focus on form at the expense of focus on meaning. This significant piece of evidence,
which constitutes the major contribution of the present research, will be expounded
further below.

Discussion

The current research analyzed the effect of task structure and task immediacy on the
allocation of attention during L2 speech production, with dysfluency markers acting as
predictors of the processing load at different stages of speech production. The results
show that task complexity does not necessarily increase difficulty; it only reallocates
attentional resources toward conceptualization and formulation in a systematic and
meaningful manner.
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In terms of task structure, unstructured tasks caused much more conceptualization-
linked dysfluency, whereas structured tasks caused more lexical, syntactic, and
phonological encoding-linked dysfluency. This trend implies that when learners lack
organizational support, they allocate more cognitive resources to message planning,
leaving fewer for linguistic encoding. On the contrary, structured tasks minimize
conceptual demands and enable learners to pay more attention to forms. This
observation is consistent with previous research conducted by Ahmadian et al. (2012)
and Tavakoli & Foster (2011), which indicates that task design influences how learners
allocate cognitive effort through performance dimensions. For example, Chapman et al.
(2025) and Zhang and Bartlet (2025) show that higher task demands may also facilitate
elaboration and increase processing pressure, particularly through pausing behavior.

Task immediacy also contributes to understanding how task complexity influences the
attentional allocation that occurs during speech production. The There/Then condition
produced a greater number of dysfluencies related to lexical, syntactic, and phonological
encoding but a smaller number of ones related to conceptualization, indicating increased
reliance on internal representations and grammatical processing in the absence of
pictures and temporal displacement. The results suggest that while a higher level of task
demands caused learners to shift their focus from conceptualization to linguistic
encoding, it was found that task complexity also affected the underlying cognitive
processes involved in speech production (Hanzawa et al., 2026).This pattern is consistent
with the Cognition Hypothesis developed by Robinson (2007, 2011), which suggests that
a shift in attention to linguistic form occurs when resource-directing variables are
encouraged. Meanwhile, the rise in form-related dysfluencies could be considered as a
result of the greater loads involved in monitoring and encoding language, which aligns
with Skehan's (2009) assumption that learners operate under limited attentional
capacity. Thus, an increase in immediacy-related demands does not expand learners'
cognitive resources but rather redistributes them across different stages of speech
production. This interpretation aligns with recent studies, which showed that when tasks
are made more difficult, attention is paid to linguistic form, but there are also processing
demands associated with the task, in this case, in pronunciation, fluency, and grammatical
encoding (Mora-Plaza et al,, 2024; Ngo et al., 2024).

The relationship between task structure/immediacy provides the clearest demonstration
of the link between task design and attentional distribution. The Structured/There-Then
condition gave rise to the greatest number of dysfluencies in linguistic encoding and the
fewest in conceptualization. This shows that in the case of a reduction of conceptual
demands by structural support and an increase in cognitive demands by temporal
displacement, the attentional resources are focused on form-related processing. This
observation is consistent with recent research showing that the impact of task complexity
is not linear but depends on how cognitive demands are allocated across task dimensions
(Zhang & Bartlet, 2025). It is also in line with process-based studies that revealed that
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complex tasks can shift attention toward linguistic organization and monitoring, namely,
when planning demands are facilitated externally (Rong & Révész, 2025).

The present results not only confirm earlier research but also provide more detailed
insight into the effect of immediacy on learners' cognitive processing during speech
production. The results not only confirm that there/then conditions encourage greater
attention to linguistic form, but also argue that, under increased task demands, attention
shifts from conceptualization to linguistic encoding. This result suggests that task
complexity not only affects the quality of the linguistic products but also the cognitive
processes of language production. The present study includes dysfluency analysis
elements that complement retrospective verbal reports to provide process-oriented
evidence for Robinson's (2007, 2011) claim that resource-directing variables promote
greater attention to form and also endorse Skehan's (2009) perspective on limited
processing capacity. That is, the results indicate that greater demands for immediacy do
notincrease learners' attentional resources, but rather shift them across stages of speech
production.

Notably, these findings help reconcile the apparent theoretical differences between
Robinson's Cognition Hypothesis and Skehan's Trade-off Hypothesis. Rather than
treating these views as opposing, the findings show that the two operate simultaneously.
Students make trade-offs because of constrained attentional capacity, as postulated by
Skehan (2009), although the pattern of trade-offs depends on how a task's variables
direct attention, as advanced by Robinson (2011). Recent research tends to support this
integrative approach, since the effects of task complexity are dynamic, context-
dependent, and contingent on factors such as sequencing, modality, and the learner's
perception (Cho, 2018; Kim & Namkung, 2024).

One of the main contributions of this research is the conceptualization of dysfluency as a
marker of attentional distribution rather than of lower proficiency. Greater dysfluency
during lexical, syntactic, or phonological encoding reflects increased monitoring and
processing demands rather than lower language proficiency.This reading aligns with
psycholinguistic models that view pauses, repetitions, and repairs as indicators of the
demands of real-time processing (Fukuta, 2016). The study offers a more detailed
description of how attentional resources are allocated to execute tasks by associating
dysfluency markers with the stages of speech production, as outlined by Levelt (1989), a
factor that has been under-researched in the past due to reliance on product-based
indicators.

Pedagogically, the results emphasize the role of principled task sequencing in task-based
language teaching. Here/Now conditions for tasks seem to assist with fluency and
message building by alleviating conceptual load and are therefore appropriate in the
early instructional stages. Structured There/Then tasks, on the other hand, have been
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shown to promote more attention to linguistic form and can work better to promote
morphosyntactic development. Unstructured activities can be communicatively rich, but
will overload learners' conceptual resources unless aided by planning or scaffolding.
These results support the recent call to design tasks that balance cognitive load and
attentional focus rather than merely making them more complex (Kim & Namkung,
2024). These findings suggest that task complexity should be manipulated strategically
rather than progressively, with task characteristics selected according to instructional
objectives rather than assuming that more complex tasks always produce superior
learning outcomes.

Overall, the results suggest that task complexity is not only a measure of cognitive
difficulty, but also a way of allocating attentional effort. In the present study, the authors
show how task structure and immediacy interact to influence learners' attentional
allocation during real-time speech production by integrating Levelt's speech production
model with Robinson's Cognition Hypothesis and Skehan's Trade-off Hypothesis. More
significantly, this study brings a process-oriented approach, which complements
traditional performance-oriented approaches, and serves to advance the psycholinguistic
understanding of task complexity in multilingual contexts of EAL.

Conclusion

This study investigated the role of task structure and task immediacy in determining
attentional allocation in L2 speech production. The study did not conceptualize
dysfluency as a performance deficiency, but instead as a psycholinguistic marker of the
distribution of cognitive resources in Levelt's (1989) model of speech production. The
results indicate that the task design distributes attention systematically across the
conceptualization and formulation levels, suggesting that the impact of complexity is not
homogeneous but rather stage-dependent.

The findings provide robust evidence; however, the cross-sectional design and national
focus on Canadian EAL intermediate learners limit generalizability. Longitudinal designs
should be adopted to monitor long-term effects on learning, examine the interplay
between task structure and immediacy over proficiency levels, and consider multimodal
task design and Al-based support such as ASR or virtual agents. Following these patterns
will further explain how task complexity and design characteristics influence learners’
focus of attention and impact language development over time. This study reinforces the
theoretical need to combine Levelt’s (1989) and Robinson’s (2011) views, providing clear
pedagogical implications for incorporating narrative tasks. It adds to the current
discussion on task-based SLA and provides a basis for task design in L2 teaching.

The findings empirically support both the Limited Attentional Capacity model of Skehan
(2009) and the Cognition Hypothesis of Robinson (2011, 2022), indicating that the two
theories are not mutually exclusive. Rather, attentional trade-offs and resource-
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allocation effects are contingent on the distribution of task demand across production
processes. In cases of lower conceptual loading and increased linguistic encoding
requirements, learners devote more attention to morphosyntactic and phonological
formulation, demonstrating that task difficulty can strategically bias form-formulation.

Pedagogically, the results highlight the significance of task sequencing in TBLT, which is
guided by principles. Depending on the instructional objectives, learners' attention to
tasks can be manipulated. Creating meaning-oriented tasks can support the formation of
messages and fluency, and carefully designed decontextualized tasks can help focus on
linguistic form. In multilingual ESL/EAL, matching task structure to learners' cognitive
preparedness would help balance fluency and accuracy acquisition.

There are a number of limitations that need to be taken into account. A cross-sectional
design cannot be used to draw conclusions about long-term acquisition, and the sample
was confined to intermediate-level learners in a single instructional context. Longitudinal
designs, different levels of proficiency, and technology-mediated task environments
should be embraced in future research to advance the studies of the influence of task
characteristics on attentional allocation characteristics and developmental
consequences. The proposed research can help understand the role of attentional
redistribution during speech production, as it provides a more accurate explanation of
the effects of complexity than product-based indicators alone. By combining evidence
from psycholinguistics and task complexity theory, the study offers a sophisticated
explanation of the design of narrative tasks that can be optimal for L2 language teaching.
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